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Abstract
Over the last decade, an extensive body of literature has demonstrated the essential role
of formulaic language in learning and teaching a second language (L2) (Martinez & Schmitt,
2012). Educators and policy makers in the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia have
expressed their serious concerns about “the low level of achievement in English among students
in schools and universities”(Alrashidi & Phan, 2015, p. 38).
As a result, most Saudi universities have incorporated Preparatory Year Programs (PYP)
to enable students to master crucial academic skills, and to target the English language
instruction needs in many disciplines. The present study, therefore, intended to examine
academic English-language formulas incorporated into an English Language Teaching (ELT)
textbook specifically used to reinforce academic English for many Saudi university students
undertaking their preparatory year.
In this study, the corpus-driven approach was applied to identify the most frequently
occurring 3-, 4-, and 5-word formulas in the textbook whose pragmatic functions were specified
on the basis of Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’ taxonomy (2010). In addition, the corpus-based
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approach was used to compare the extent to which the Academic Formulas List (AFL) (SimpsonVlach & Ellis, 2010) appeared in the textbook, and the number of times AFL formulas occurred.
The major findings showed that the textbook comprised a total of 342 formulas: 217
formulas; 101 formulas; and 24 formulas for the 3-, 4-, and 5-word formulas, respectively.
Furthermore, the textbook incorporated only 143 formulas out of 400 AFL formulas. Finally, the
majority of the identified formulas functioned as constructing stance expression (46%), followed
by referential expressions (36%), and lastly as discourse organizing expressions (18%).
The results contribute to an understanding of the input that is provided in an ELT
textbook, and to raise the awareness of the importance of formulas inclusion in ELT textbooks.
The findings can therefore help L2 instructors, L2 researchers, and especially ELT publishers to
not only incorporate academic formulas into ELT textbooks but also to integrate formulas with
high utility for L2 learners. This implies that L2 formulas should not be included randomly, but
in a way that is consistent with scholarly criteria.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
The present study aimed to explore the formulaic sequences 1 existing in the “English
0F

Unlimited” textbook for Intermediate level (Rea, Clementson, Tilbury, & Hendra, 2015). The
textbook plays a significant role in language learning in Saudi Arabia. In particular, the study
investigated formulas consisting of three, four, and five wordstrings. English Unlimited is a
corpus-based English teaching textbook that is used in some universities in Saudi Arabia. It was
chosen purposefully for the present study. English Unlimited is assumed to prepare students to
master academic English before they pursue their university studies. This introductory chapter
provides the background of the study, the statement of the problem, the purpose of the study, the
research questions, the significance of the study, the scope of the study, and the limitation of the
study.
Background of the Study
Formulas in this paper are identifiable as “frequent recurrent patterns in written and
spoken corpora that are significantly more common in academic discourse than in non-academic
discourse and which occupy a range of academic genres [namely, academic spoken and
academic written language] (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010, pp. 487–488). The formulaic
sequences, including formulas, enable language users to adequately use, process, and
acquire/learn first and second language (Bolinger, 1979; Ellis, Simpson-vlach, & Maynard,
2008; Erman & Warren, 2000; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992; Schmitt, 2004; Sinclair, 1991;
Wray, 2005). Conklin and Schmitt (2012) stressed that:

1

In the present study, the single unit of formulaic sequences is called formula. Formulaic sequences and formulaic
language are general terms that refer to numerous types of multi-word expressions. Both terms are used
interchangeably in this paper. The general terms will be used when referring to all types of formulaic sequences,
whereas formula will be used when referring to the type investigated in this study (3-, 4-, and 5-word formulas).
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It is becoming increasingly clear that formulaic language is an important element of
language learning and use. Perhaps the best evidence for this is simply its ubiquity. Normal
discourse, both written and spoken, contains large (but not yet fully determined)
percentages of formulaic language. (p. 46).
Due to the importance of formulaic language, people interested in second language (L2) learning
and teaching have called for an enhancement of L2 learning by incorporating formulaic language
in L2 teaching materials. In particular, a number of researchers have recommended the inclusion
of formulaic language in English Language Teaching (ELT) curricula (e.g. Ellis et al., 2008;
Koprowski, 2005; Martinez & Schmitt, 2012; Wood, 2002a).
Research in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) has demonstrated that the formulaic
language plays a significant role in second language development (e.g. Martinez & Schmitt,
2012; Schmitt, 2004; Siyanova-Chanturia & Schmitt, 2008; Wood, 2002a; Wray, 2005). In fact,
the mastery of formulaic sequences can reflect the degree of proficiency of second language
speakers. According to Hyland (2008), “An important component of fluent linguistic production
is control of the multi-word expressions” (p. 4). For instance, speaking fluency in L2 correlates
with more formulaically structured utterances (Butler, 2003; Kuiper, 2004; Wood, 2009), and
advanced writing skills are associated with mastery of collocations and multi-word units (Li &
Schmitt, 2009; Siyanova-Chanturia & Schmitt, 2008). Therefore, successful L2 learning is
grounded in mastery of formulaic language. As Wray (2000) emphasized, “One important
component of successful language learning is the mastery of idiomatic forms of expression,
including idioms, collocations, and sentence frames (collectively referred to here as formulaic
sequences)” (p. 463).
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Yet, learning formulaic sequences is extremely difficult for L2 learners (Bybee, 2008;
Ellis et al., 2008; Wray, 2000). Bybee (2008) demonstrated that “it is difficult for the adult
learner or the classroom learner to get completely native-like exposure to the target language” (p.
232-233). A noticeable lack of native-like exposure was reported by Ellis et al., (2008) who
compared the exposure to English of a group of native speakers with a group of non-native
speakers in an English-speaking environment. They found out that native speakers were exposed
to around 30,000 words per day compared to roughly 10,000 words per day for non-native
speakers. Also, Bybee (2008) and Wray (2000) referred to the poverty of the learner experience,
i.e., the lack of repetition of the formulaic language in a learner’s environment and the lack of L2
practicing. I argue that the lack of exposure and the lack of practicing is highly noticeable in the
EFL context in general, and in the Saudi context in particular.
Therefore, to address the lack of exposure and L2 practicing, L2 teaching should play a
role in fulfilling that shortage. That is, L2 research should examine the way L2 is taught, and
how that can be improved to raise the level of L2 learning. In fact, Wray (2000, 2005) and Ellis
et al., (2008) questioned the way L2 is taught. Wray (2000) indicated that to succeed in teaching
formulaic sequences for L2 speakers, it is necessary to understand why formulaic language is
difficult to learn in the first place. As for practical suggestions to bridge the gap between the
lack of L2 exposure and the importance of mastering the formulaic language, Ellis et al., (2008)
stated that English language researchers and practitioners need to:
a. Identify formulas that have high utility for L2 learners.
b. Integrate formulaic language into the learning curriculum and instruct learners to use it.
c. Understand the factors that influence the learnability of formulaic sequences.
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d. Prioritize learning of formulaic language with different developmental stages in the
second language.
This suggests it is not only crucial to incorporate formulaic sequences in L2 curricula to
compensate for the lack of L2 exposure, but it is also highly critical to integrate formulaic
sequences with high utility for L2 learners (Chen, 2010; Koprowski, 2005)
The lack of exposure to L2 and the way L2 is taught, are two important challenges facing
English teaching in the EFL context, particularly in Saudi Arabia. Indeed, using English outside
of an English language classroom is severely limited. Thus, the importance of the L2 textbook in
the Saudi context is undoubtedly more critical by virtue of the insufficiency of using English
outside the classroom. The L2 textbook provides the main access to L2 input as well as offering
the fundamental opportunity for students to practice the L2. Considering the important role that
the ELT textbook plays in Saudi Arabia, this study aimed to investigate the English Unlimited
textbook for intermediate level in order to discover the formulas that are integrated in the
textbook.
The English Unlimited series is used to instruct college students in the Preparatory Year
Program (PYP) of a famous Saudi university, and it is compulsory for all university students.
The university, from which I selected the textbook for the present study, offers four textbooks
from the English Unlimited series that range from the beginning level to the intermediate level.
For the most part, students have to study all of the textbooks throughout the preparatory year.
Only students who can demonstrate a higher level of English proficiency, e.g. by obtaining an
eligible score in a placement test or by validating their English proficiency through standardized
tests such as TOFEL, can be exempted from taking all or some of the English courses.
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The importance of the L2 textbook for college students in Saudi Arabia cannot be
understated. Yet, uunfortunately, EFL textbooks for college-level students in Saudi Arabia are,
for the most part, selected with little to no criteria. They are, by and large, chosen subjectively.
That is, university departments can recommend to use/change any ELT textbook without any
prior guidance or criteria. While this academic freedom is a great opportunity to make positive
changes, given the lack of criteria, this freedom might result in poor selections of textbooks.
Thus, scholarly supported criteria for selecting L2 textbooks must be developed. Otherwise,
selecting L2 textbooks could vary considerably based on those who decide on the selection. For
example, as a former student and a current faculty member in the same context, I have studied
one series of English textbooks and taught three other series of English textbooks at the same
university. Therefore, the present study, among other things, strived to lay the groundwork to
provide some suggestions for selecting an ELT textbook based on formulaic language inclusion
in particular.
ELT textbooks are closely interwoven with the second language development. Wood
(2010a) explained that all linguistic components, including formulaic sequences, in the L2
textbook are a potential input for second language learning. Thus, several researchers have
recommended enhancing the inclusion of formulaic sequences in L2 curricula (e.g. Biber,
Conrad, & Cortes, 2004; Chen, 2010; Ellis et al., 2008; Koprowski, 2005; Martinez & Schmitt,
2012; Wood, 2010; Wray, 2000). Although some publishers of ELT textbooks incorporate
formulaic language, the integration is arbitrary and subjective (Koprowski, 2005; Martinez &
Schmitt, 2012). For example, Koprowski (2005) found that the inclusion of formulaic language
in three famous textbooks was less useful for learners (Koprowski, 2005). Hence, ELT curricula
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should not only consider the incorporation of formulaic language but also contain what formulaic
language learners need to learn.
The inclusion of formulas in ELT textbooks should also take into consideration their
discourse-pragmatic functions— functions of formulas refer to the roles played by formulas in
discourse. For one reason, grouping formulas based on their discourse-pragmatic functions can
facilitate their inclusion in ELT textbooks (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). Thus, recognizing the
functions of formulas in an ELT textbook can help describe the extent to which the textbook
serves specific functions (Biber et al., 2004). Therefore, to avoid the overreliance on some
pragmatic functions over others in ELT textbooks, ELT authors are recommended to integrate
formulas that serve a wide variety of pragmatic functions.
For another reason, the inclusion of formulas based on their pragmatic functions can
enhance the awareness of L2 learners to use them appropriately (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010).
Therefore, learners would be able to recognize the pragmatic functions of the formulas when
they are used. At the same time, realizing the pragmatic functions of formulas would
undoubtedly aid L2 instructors to teach different formulas more smoothly (Simpson-Vlach &
Ellis, 2010). For example, phrases like, on the other hand, and in contrast to the function as
transitional signals (Hyland, 2008), in particular they are used to compare and contrast
(Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010), so when L2 learners recognize these, they should be able to use
them appropriately. Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) summarized the pedagogical benefit of
having a pragmatic-function classification:
The purpose of the following classification [their taxonomy of classifying formulas] is
primarily pedagogical. An ordered list of formulas sorted according to major discoursepragmatic functions allows teachers to focus on functional language areas which, ideally,
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will dovetail with functional categories already used in EAP [English for Academic
Purposes] curricula. (p. 497).
Therefore, researchers who have studied formulas in ELT textbooks have most often explored the
pragmatic functions of formulas (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Chen, 2010; Koprowski, 2005; Wood,
2010).
Nevertheless, determining the pragmatic functions of formulas can be sometimes
controversial (Biber et al., 2004; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Wray & Perkins, 2000). To
illustrate, when Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) described their taxonomy upon which they
created a function-based classification of formulas, they asserted that the categories of pragmatic
functions of formulas “are not meant to be taken as definitive and exclusive, since many of the
formulas have multiple functions, but rather as indications of the most salient function the
phrases fulfill in academic contexts” (p. 497). Take for instance, the phrase thanks a bunch, it
can function to show gratefulness or it can function to show anger or resentment in some
contexts. Therefore, to identify the function of formulas, researchers as a matter of fact localize
each formula on its own to check out its concordance (its context) in order to determine its
pragmatic function.
As an initiative for developing L2 curricula in terms of academic formulas to be
integrated in L2 curricula, and in terms of pragmatic functions of formulas, Simpson-Vlach and
Ellis (2010) have created the Academic Formulas List (AFL). They hoped their list (AFL)
would be a point of departure to advance the EAP curricula. Simpson-Vlach and Ellis have
followed rigorous qualitative and quantitative criteria to create a valid list of academic formulas
that it is used in academia; academic written and spoken language. To create the list, they used
an “innovative combination of quantitative and qualitative criteria, corpus statistics and linguistic

8
analyses, psycholinguistic processing metrics, and instructor insights” (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis,
2010, p. 490). Thus, I consider the AFL a reliable source of academic formulas, and the best
scholarly-designed list to enhance the learning of English for academic purposes. The list can be
readily employed and utilized in ELT curricula. As for the list, it compiles the most frequent and
useful formulas used in written and spoken academic discourse. Therefore, this list will be used
in the present study.
Statement of the Problem
There is a need to examine L2 textbooks taught in Saudi Arabia at college-level, as the
textbook, particularly in the EFL context, plays a critical role in L2 language learning (Wray,
2000). Due to English being a foreign language in Saudi Arabia, Saudi students rely heavily on
English language textbooks as the main source for upgrading their L2 proficiency. I argue that
the higher the quality of the L2 textbook is, the greater the chances are for students to improve
their English language. The quality of the textbook increases by integrating more useful
formulaic sequences for learners. Therefore, examining college-level textbooks is necessary to
enhance the learning opportunity for Saudi learners, and to tackle any possible deficiency found
in the chosen textbook of the present study.
Therefore, in this study I intended to investigate the existence of formulas in a recently
published textbook (English Unlimited); published in 2015 (Rea et al., 2015). Also, I compared
all formulas that appeared in the textbook with the formulas compiled in the Academic Formulas
List (AFL). Finally, I classified the pragmatic functions of all formulas identified in the textbook
based on the framework applied in Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010).
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Purpose of the Study
The overall purpose of the current study was to explore the academic English
incorporated in the textbook of the present study. By undertaking this study, I also strived to
fulfill the lack of studies that suggest ways of integrating academic formulaic language into ELT
textbooks. I also aimed to push the boundaries of the field by helping publishers, researchers,
and educators to improve the design of the ELT curricula, especially in terms of the inclusion of
academic formulas. In addition, conducting such a study could help me provide some
suggestions for selecting ELT textbooks. This is because in Saudi Arabia, changing ELT
textbooks for college students often takes place without clear guidance. Last but not least, this
study should push the field of pedagogy forward; essentially it should comprise the basis for
what formulas should be taught and how to integrate them into ELT textbooks.
Research Questions
The present study addressed the following research questions:
1. What are the most frequently occurring formulas in the chosen textbook?
2. How are the formulas in the textbook similar to or different from the ones in the
Academic Formulas List (AFL)?
3. What are the pragmatic functions of the formulas in the chosen textbook?
Significance of the Study
I will tackle the significance of the study with a straightforward explanation and include
important details. To start with, a question should be asked about the degree to which ELT
textbooks influence the non-native speakers uses of language. Firstly, Foster (2001) recognized
that non-native speakers from different linguistic backgrounds have commonly expressed
agreement in phrases like I agree with you, or I don’t agree with you, despite the fact that native
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speakers rarely use the verb agree. Native speakers expressed their agreement status through
phrases like, we’re pretty much agreed on this one, I agree with that, that’s right, that’s true
(Foster, 2001). Then, the common non-native use among non-native speakers to show
agreement is not caused by their first language (L1) interference since they belonged to several
linguistic backgrounds. Thus, it is apparent that the impact of the non-native use is rooted in the
input that non-native speakers receive, which fundamentally comes from the textbook. That
brings to light the significance of the ELT textbook. The ELT textbook should resemble how
native speakers use language, i.e., the ELT textbook should essentially be based on formulaic
sequences.
In line with Foster, Wray (2005) asserted that non-native speakers preferred single word
choices over multi-word sequences, and they are more confident about using single word
choices. So, a question is raised about the reasons that resulting in favoring single words over
multi-word expressions, i.e., why single words are favored over multi-word expressions?
Indisputably, L2 learners use what they learn, so by providing them with less multi-word
expressions, they will of course not use them frequently, nor will they be confident to practice
them. Therefore, this indicates a deficiency in L2 input itself (Schmitt, 2004; Wray, 2000). As a
result, the L2 input, which is chiefly found in textbooks in the EFL environment, must be closely
and carefully scrutinized.
This study presented a case of how artificial or natural the content of textbook is. This
means that I initially identified all formulas in the textbook, and later compared them with the
AFL. By recognizing what formulas existed in the textbook, and how different from/similar to
the formulas in AFL, I was able to discern the possible weaknesses in the textbook.
Subsequently, I could provide more recommendations for more appropriate textbooks.
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Also, this study pointed out what registers were presented in the textbook. The textbook
is supposed to help provide students with academic English since students will pursue their
studies through using academic English. Yet, the findings of the present study did not support
this assumption. Therefore, based on the results of the present study, I recommended
modifications to meet the needs of students for mastering academic English.
In addition, determining the pragmatic functions of formulas should offer insights into
the commonalities and differences between the typical pragmatic functions of formulas found in
the textbook and the same formulas found in academic discourse. For instance, the distribution
of pragmatic functions of formulas in the textbook differed from the ones for the AFL.
This study partially laid groundwork to the establishment of some suggestions and
scholarly criteria for selecting ELT textbooks for L2 learners. To illustrate, the textbook
suggested for this study states that it is a corpus-based textbook, i.e., Cambridge Learner Corpus
was used to design the textbook. So, upon the completion of my study, the results demonstrated
that the textbook can be best used to teach instructional formulas such as write a paragraph
because it includes a large quantity of instructional formulas. This contradicts the publisher’s
claim that the textbook is a corpus-textbook because corpora are not overwhelmed with
instructional formulas. However, it is important to note that previous similar studies that
investigated academic English formulas in textbooks have ignored if the textbooks are corpusbased (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Chen, 2010; Koprowski, 2005; Wood, 2010). That gives the
present study an advantage since it will push the boundaries of the field.
Previously, most similar studies have only examined formulas that consisted of four
words (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Chen, 2010; Wood, 2010). At odds with previous studies, the
present study aimed to discover as many formulas as possible. The present study investigated
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formulas that consist of three to five wordstrings for two main reasons. Firstly, by locating the
three to five wordstrings, I could have a wider range of formulaic sequences that exist in the
textbook. Secondly, by determining three to five wordstrings, I could compare all identified
formulas with the AFL because the AFL has implemented the same range.
Finally, this study was the first to utilize the AFL. Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010)
established a very well designed academic formulas list (AFL) in the hopes that it would be
exploited in L2 teaching and learning. Responding to the call of Simpson-Vlach and Ellis
(2010), this study is the first to employ the AFL, and certainly the first in Saudi Arabia.
Consequently, the present study prepared the ground for future researchers, curricula designers,
and certainly ELT publishers to efficiently utilize the AFL. Moreover, the study chiefly
addressed the way the formulas are presented in the textbook. This means that when I examined
the pragmatic functions of each formula on its own, I was be able to observe how the textbook
encourages/discourages the use of such formula.
Scope of the Study
Answering the research questions was subject to the following restrictions:
1. By employing AntConc computer software, only 3-, 4-, and 5-word formulas were
identified in the textbook.
2. A cutoff frequency point of three tokens was implemented; only formulas that appeared
at least three times in the textbook were therefore identified.
3. Determining the existence of AFL formulas in the textbook was conducted by employing
AntConc.
4. The concordances (instances) of each identified formula in the textbook were examined
to explore their pragmatic function.
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5. Classifying the pragmatic functions of formulas was conducted according to the
taxonomy developed by Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010).
Limitations of the Study
1. The size of the textbook-corpus is limited and only included 84,606 tokens.
2. The range of three- to five-word formulas cannot capture all types of formulaic sequence
in the textbook.
3. Implementing a cutoff frequency point of three tokens.
4. Classifying the pragmatic functions of the formulas was reconciled with Simpson-Vlach
and Ellis’ (2010) taxonomy.
5. Consulting experts on classifying the pragmatic functions of formulas for every single
formula was not always possible.
Summary of the Chapter
This chapter has introduced the present study. The chapter has demonstrated the
significance of the formulaic language in L2 textbooks, the gap that existed in previous studies,
and the significance of the present study. The purpose of the study and research questions were
introduced, and a brief explanation of the study was also presented. The chapter also included
the scope and limitations of the study. The next chapter will address the literature review related
to the present study.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
This chapter comprises a review of literature on the use of formulaic sequences in
textbooks. Unfortunately, such research is currently lacking in terms of teaching English
although the demand for future research is high in EFL contexts, particularly in Saudi Arabia.
The literature review will encompass several areas. First, it will provide an overview of
formulaic sequences, followed by outlining their common characteristics. Third, it will then
discuss the significance of formulaic sequences as building blocks for language. Fourth, it will
shed light on the role formulaic sequences play in spoken and written registers. Fifth, the criteria
for identifying formulaic sequences will then be discussed, including both corpus-driven and
corpus-based approaches. Sixth, I will shed light on second language learning from the
perspective of formulaic sequences. Next, I will then go on to describe the most significant
taxonomy/framework used to classify the pragmatic functions of formulaic sequences. This will
be followed by a review of several research studies conducted on textbooks used for teaching
English in ESL and EFL contexts. I will then describe the English language curriculum at
college-level in Saudi Arabia. Finally, I will elaborate on the use of English Language textbooks
in Saudi Arabia.
Overview of Formulaic Sequences
The etymology of the words formula + -ic and sequence provide some sense of what the
term means now. The word formula in the Online Etymology Dictionary refers to words used in
a ceremony or ritual, rules, or regulation. The word sequence, on the other hand, originates
from Medieval Latin sequential, which means "a following, a succession.” Words that shape
formulaic sequences should therefore have an internal relationship with each other so that the
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sequence is coherent. For example, in phatic expressions such as greetings e.g., how are you? or
good to see you, words have internal relationship with each other. Such expressions consist of
“single choices” (Sinclair, 1991).
Therefore, a simple definition for formulaic sequences is that they are "word and word
strings which appear to be processed without recourse to their lowest level of composition"
(Wray, 2005, p. 4). This means that, in the mind of a language user, formulaic sequences can be
ready-made multi-word expressions. However, formulaic language or formulaic sequences since
I use them interchangeably should not be exclusively understood as a corpus of "static" words
and strings but as a “dynamic response" to the demands of language usage which vary from one
context to another and differ in register (Wray, 2005, p. 5). Thus, formulaic sequences refer to
“a phenomenon that encompasses various types of wordstrings which appear to be stored and
retrieved whole from memory” (Wray & Perkins, 2000, p. 1). The concept of formulaic
sequences goes beyond simple wordstrings that usually appear together because they are stored
in memory in units; it also refers to the way in which formulaic sequences are associated with a
myriad number of contexts. The formulaic sequences used in such contexts reflect the preferred
way native speakers use the language, which can be expressed as idiomaticity.
The two closely related terms of formulaicity (single choices) and idiomaticity (native
speakers’ preferred way of using language) are considered discerning features of formulaic
sequences (e.g. Schmitt, 2004; Warren, 2005; Wray, 2005; Wulff, 2010). Almost all definitions
of formulaic sequences in literature consider formulaicity and idiomaticity, either explicitly or
implicitly. Nevertheless, I believe it is important to differentiate between the two terms before
tackling the definitions of formulaic sequences found in the literature.

16
Formulaicity and idiomaticity. It is important to note first that discerning formulaicity
and idiomaticity is difficult, yet it is critical (Wray, 2005). Formulaicity refers to the unity of
words, so if a sequence of words is used frequently enough it becomes formulaic (Wray, 2005).
The problem with this description is that many sequences which are widely accepted among
native speakers might not be frequent, for example, long live the king, all for one and one for all
(Wray, 2000, p. 466). Also, non-formulaic combinations of words might have a higher
frequency of use because “many of them occur simply by dint of the high frequency of their
component words, often grammatical functors” (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010, p. 493). Table (1)
provides some examples of these. Moreover, a myriad number of non-formulaic sequences
appear in our daily use of language. However, it cannot be claimed that they construct
autonomous formulaic sequences because such non-formulaic sequences cannot express one
meaning; each component word in a non-formulaic sequence has its own meaning, function, and
structure. Essentially, they are free combinations of words that coincidently appear next to each
other. For instance, in phrases such as and at the, or that one in, it is noticeable that nonformulaic sequences have functional roles in discourse and this is why they are commonly used.
Therefore, more measures are needed to identify formulaic sequences, one of which is
idiomaticity.
The term idiomaticity has several different, albeit similar, definitions. Idiomaticity refers
to formulaic units that "sound right" in a speech community (Moon, 1997). Thus, Pawley and
Syder (1983), Warren (2005), and Wulff (2010), all considered idiomaticity to be a nativelike
selection. However, Warren (2005) took the definition of idiomaticity a little further by
combining the views of Fillmore, Kay and O’Connor (1988), and Pawley and Syder (1983).
Pawley and Syder, for example, argued that idiomaticity is nativelike selection, which refers to
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the utterances native speakers prefer to use. Fillmore et al. on the other hand, referred to
idiomaticity as language that is used over and above rules and words, i.e., speakers rely heavily
on ready-made prefabricated lexical chunks that suit different contexts and registers. The two
views are essentially complementary. Thus, it is therefore helpful to consider idiomaticity as
denoting standard expressions—ready-made lexical chunks that suit different contexts and
registers— used by native speakers that often go beyond grammatical rules and individual word
selection.
Table 1: The left side shows formulaic units with less idiomaticity, while the right side shows
higher idiomatic formulaic units. The examples are taken from (Ellis et al., 2008; Simpson-Vlach
& Ellis, 2010).
Less idiomatic formulaic sequences
More idiomatic formulaic sequences
So in the

A wide variety of

And so the

It should be noted that

And at the

In other words

Is what the

A great deal of

The examples in Table (1) demonstrate that not every frequent combination of words
represent formulaic sequences. The examples on the right side of table (1) are worthy of being
termed formulaic sequences as they represent single choices of utterance. The sequences on the
left side are merely free combinations of words that appear together coincidently.
Put simply, free combinations of words do not necessarily construct formulaic units. Yet,
when a sequence is used frequently enough, it might become a formulaic unit (Wray, 2005) and
when this unit becomes the preferred way of expressing a meaning, it also becomes idiomatic.
Thus, every idiomatic expression is a formulaic sequence, but not every free sequence of words
is idiomatic. The process of transferring from a non-formulaic expression to a formulaic
expression is called fusion (Peters, 1983).
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Overlooking the formulaic sequences. Although several scholars have researched and
highlighted the importance of formulaic language, it has, in the main, been overlooked as an area
of linguistic study (Wray, 2005, p. 11). Warren (2005) noted that “Surprisingly, the fact is that it
is only in the last few decades that we have we seen this insight [of formulaic sequences]
empirically demonstrated and theoretically accounted for” (p. 35). Wray suggested there are two
reasons why formulaic language studies have been neglected. First, when Chomsky's
perspective prevailed within the field of linguistics and other related disciplines, it had an
influence on language analysis. Thus, linguists have mostly researched language from within a
Chomskyan framework. The second reason is also attributable to Chomsky’s influence, in that
linguists were interested in exploring the novelty of language. Novelty refers to utterances that
have not been encountered before, yet they are still produced and comprehended. Novelty in
language production is very noticeable in children acquiring their first language. Therefore,
rather than investigate language development/learning through formulaic sequences, linguists
have proposed rule-based models to encompass the novelty and competence of language.
Criteria and definition of formulaic sequences. Regardless of the importance and
recognition of formulaic language for decades, defining it in a way that captures the full picture
of it is still far off. Furthermore, setting measurements for formulaic sequences has also
remained controversial (O’Donnell, Römer, & Ellis, 2013, p. 83; Schmitt, 2004; Wray, 2005, p.
5). Consequently, O’Donnell et al., have recommended that other researchers should use
operational definitions in statistical terms to avoid the ambiguity of charting formulaic sequences
in one segment. In fact, there are several factors which contribute to the ambiguous nature of
formulaic sequences. First, as Wray (2005) explained, one of the fundamental factors affecting
formulaic sequences is the lack of clear criteria available to identify them. One key issue
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regarding both the definition and criteria is that they create circularity and thus there is a lack of
clarity as to which precedes the other. This means that it is unclear whether the criteria upon
which formulaic sequences are identified are set up first, from which a definition then becomes
apparent, or whether criteria are derived from the production of a clear definition, thus enabling
formulaic sequences to be identified.
Even when formulaic sequences are defined and agreed upon by several researchers such
as Wray (2000) or Sinclair (1991) (both discussed below), such definitions cannot be tested
empirically (Siyanova-Chanturia & Martinez, 2015). Moreover, to produce a definition, a
representative amount of language is needed, which will first require a set of identifying criteria
before it can be defined precisely (Wray, 2005, p. 19). Second, there is a lack of consensus in
the terminology used by researchers in different fields to identify formulaic sequences. This
difference raises a question as to whether the varying terminology refers to the same
phenomenon or to essentially disparate issues. Furthermore, the boundaries of formulaic
sequences have been extended as researchers have used terms that describe part of the
formulaicity of language in their fields of study, e.g., in psycholinguistics: prefabs and readymade expressions, and in corpus studies: lexical bundles and formulas. For instance, Wray
(2005; Wray & Perkins, 2000) identified roughly fifty terms that are used to describe formulaic
sequences (Table 2), for example, lexical phrases, morpheme equivalent units, prefabs,
prefabricated lexical chunks, multi-word units, and so on so forth. The references of such terms
are not clearly prescribed so what makes formulaic language, formulaic speech, prefabricated
lexical chunks and prefabs different from/similar to each other is not very clear. In other words,
where do the boundaries of each term begin and end? A crucial and precise answer to this
question has yet to be offered.
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The diversity of specific terminology, and a lack of agreement on the boundaries,
increases the lack of clarity involved in defining formulaic sequences. Wray (2000) explained
The formulaic language observed in such studies [referring to various formulaic language
studies] has been subject to independent labelling, but with some measure of crossborrowing between fields. The result is a huge set of descriptional and definitional
terms…. which can give the unwary a false impression that what has been found in one
type of speaker is the same as, or definitely different from, what has been found in
another. (p. 464)
Unfortunately, the use of such terminology has only increased. For example, Butler (2003) used
multi-word sequences because he claimed the term is neutral. Conversely, Siyanova-Chanturia
preferred multi-word expressions (e.g. 2013, 2015) while Carrol and Conklin (2015) favored
multi-word units. This means that, however researchers have recognized the phenomenon, the
number of terms is still increasing, which in turn means the definition remains unspecified.
This diversity not only influences the terminology but the meaning of the terms
themselves. For instance, Pawley and Syder’s (1983) definition of collocation is that "A
collocation may be more or less a complete sentence (clause, phrase, etc.)," whereas a
collocation has universally been recognized as a two-word unit (e.g. Siyanova-Chanturia &
Schmitt, 2008; Sonbul & Schmitt, 2013). Therefore, Wray (2005) uses the term formulaic
sequences to encompass the whole phenomenon of formulaic language described using different
terminology.

Table 2: The table includes several terms that have been used to describe formulaic sequences. 21
The table is taken from (Wray & Perkins, 2000).
Amalgams
Automatic
Chunks
Clichés
Co-ordinate constructions
Collocations
Composites
Conventionalized forms
FEIsa
Fixed expressions
Formulaic language
Formulaic speech
Formulas/formulae
Fossilized forms
Frozen phrases
a

Gambits
Preassembled speech
Gestalt
Prefabricated routines and
Holistic
Patterns
Holophrases
Ready-made expressions
Idiomatic
Ready-made utterances
Idioms
Rote
Irregular
Routine formulae
Lexical(ised) phrases
Schemata
Lexicalised sentence stems Semi-preconstructed phrases
Multiword units
that constitute single choices
Non-compositional
Sentence builders
Non-computational
Stable and familiar expressions
Non-productive
with specialized subsenses
Petrification
Synthetic
Praxons
Unanalysed chunks of speech

Fixed Expressions including Idioms
In addition, the field of interest for researchers influences: a) the term(s) used to describe

formulaic sequences, b) the aspect of formulaicity being investigated, and c) the criteria for
formulaic sequences. Psycholinguists and cognitive linguists, for example, who inquire into the
production and comprehension of formulaic sequences have analyzed formulaic sequences as
prefabs, conventionalized forms, or semi-preconstructed units of language (e.g. Bybee, 2010;
Conklin & Schmitt, 2008; Sinclair, 1991; Siyanova-Chanturia & Schmitt, 2008; SiyanovaChanturia, Conklin, & Schmitt, 2011). Such research therefore stresses the unit of formulaic
sequences as being based on psychological measurements. For instance, Siyanova-Chanturia et
al. (2011) observed the time taken by participants to process (comprehend) idioms, while Ellis et
al., (2008) measured the reaction times and articulation times of participants in comprehending
and pronouncing a set of formulaic sequences. Consequently, what makes sequences formulaic
for cognitive linguistic studies, e.g. prefabs (Bybee, 2010), differs from what make them
formulaic for discourse analysts or corpus linguistic researchers, e.g. lexical bundles (Biber et al.,
2004) and situation-bound utterances (Kecskes, 2010).
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Several researchers agree that formulaic sequences are ubiquitous in language, but they
also agree that particular criteria and definitions to capture the entire phenomenon of formulaic
sequences are as yet unspecified (Read & Nation, 2004; Schmitt, 2004; Wray, 1999, 2005).
However, close scrutiny of the literature reveals that researchers who have addressed formulaic
sequences as a ubiquitous phenomenon that constructs language have referred to the complexity
of definition and criteria (e.g. Schmitt, 2004; Wray, 2005). Such researchers have a cogent view
of how definitions and criteria are inherently problematic. In contrast, researchers who have
studied a particular aspect of the phenomenon such as lexical bundles of four wordstrings (e.g.
Biber et al., 2004; Chen, 2010), collocations (e.g. Sonbul & Schmitt, 2013), idioms and fixed
expressions (Moon, 1998), and formulas (e.g. Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010), have readily
introduced definitions and criteria.
A general definition of formulaic sequences. One of the better definitions that captures
most scholarly thinking on formulaic sequences is that provided by Wray (2000). This definition
occurs frequently in the literature and has been used by several researchers to describe the
phenomenon of formulaic sequences (e.g. Schmitt, 2004; Siyanova-Chanturia & Martinez, 2015;
Wood, 2002). Wray (2000) defined the phenomenon of formulaic sequences comprehensively
as:
A sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other meaning elements, which is,
or appears to be, prefabricated: that is stored and retrieved whole from the memory at the
time of use, rather than being subject to generation or analysis by the language grammar.
(p. 465)
Wray’s definition (2000) is all-encompassing because it covers formulaic sequences as a
phenomenon of language; however, the definition cannot accurately support the identification of
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criteria to detect formulaic sequences empirically (Siyanova-Chanturia & Martinez, 2015).
Nevertheless, the definition theoretically describes the phenomenon of formulaic sequences as
the building blocks of language for use by people in different societies. To demonstrate the
complexity and the downside of the definition when it comes to identifying formulaic sequences,
I will analyze Wray’s definition in three steps. I have chosen to analyze this definition not
simply because it is widespread in the literature and attempts to capture the phenomenon of
formulaic sequences (Schmitt, 2004; Wood, 2002b; Wray, 2005), but because I want to
demonstrate how the identification of formulaic sequences based on this definition is not
feasible in practice. Thus, by analyzing the definition, I will demonstrate the mismatch between
the theoretical definition and the application of the definition to identify formulaic sequences.
First, the definition states that formulaic sequences can be “continuous or discontinuous,
of words or other meaning elements”. Continuous formulaic sequences should be easier to
capture because they tend to appear as one inseparable unit, for example, pretty much the same, I
don’t think so, and that’s right. Using corpora can assist researchers to locate these formulaic
sequences. However, when it comes to discontinuous formulaic sequences of words or meaning
elements, the definition is not helpful unless the corpus search is conducted by a human and not a
machine. The following examples will elucidate the difficulty of identifying such formulaic
sequences. Collocational frameworks such as many + ? + of (Butler, 2003) or paradigms such
as "NPi + be-TENSE past PROi-POSSIVENE sell-by date (e.g. this cheese is past its sell-by
date; Dad is past his sell-by date)" (Wray, 2005, p. 32) allow various selections of utterances to
be selected within them. When a corpus machine search is used, such formulaic sequences can
go unnoticed. The corpus cannot identify them because the corpus tools cannot locate
discontinuous formulas, only those which are continuous.
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Meaning elements are also highly important in formulaic sequences as they demonstrate
the internal relationship between the multi-word units. For instance, “there are three points I
want to make. Firstly… Secondly… Thirdly/Lastly…” (Wray & Perkins, 2000). This sequence
can have diversified utterances within it when they are connected inside. The meaning elements
also refer to the relationship between expressions and contexts as some expressions cannot be
used in some contexts, and the syntactic structure of some expressions cannot be changed
without losing essential meaning. For instance, the verb wed cannot replace the verb marry in
“will you marry me?” to become *I wish to be wedded to you (Pawley & Syder, 1983). In this
instance, the expression will you marry me? is used in a question format rather than a statement,
and with the verb marry rather than any synonymous verbs. Thus, the expression and its
syntactic structure in this context construct its meaning, without which the essential meaning of
the expression would be lost. Therefore, this expression reflects idiomaticity; native-like
selection. Put another way, native-like selection refers to the preferred way of expressing
specific ideas by native speakers, therefore this is how proposing marriage should be enunciated
in English.
Second, the definition reveals how the mind deals with formulaic sequences in that they
can be or "appear to be" prefabricated. What does “appear to be” mean? Before explaining its
meaning, it is important to note that “a language user has available to him or her a large number
of semi-preconstructed phrases that constitute single choices, even though they might appear to
be analyzable into segments” (Sinclair, 1991, p.110). Consequently, the mind stores formulaic
sequences and retrieves them in chunks. Some can be retrieved in single units like idioms and
some in smaller units (Schmitt, 2004; Siyanova-Chanturia, 2015; Wray, 2005). However, what
does “appear to be” mean?
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I believe the "appear to be" part of Wray’s definition refers to two points. Firstly, it
means that the formulaic sequences are learned outside of their constituents, i.e., they are not
learned as one single choice but through syntactic rules that allow various words with the correct
part of speech to fit in each place within a sentence. For instance, a noun/pronoun must exist in
the place of a subject, a verb must follow a noun, and so on. Then, when this utterance is used
frequently enough, it is turned into a formulaic sequence and shapes one single choice (Wray,
2000). For instance, “the White House” (Van Lier, 2004) is syntactically correct in that is
congruent with syntactic rules of English. However, societies have created another meaning for
this phrase as referring to the house of the U.S. President. The White House is no longer
referring to det (determiner) (the) + adj (white) + N (house), instead, the whole phrase has
become a formulaic unit and carries one reference that constructs one single choice.
Secondly, in Wray’s definition “appear to be” might, also, refer to how some sequences
appear to be formulaic for some individuals but not for others. For example, does the phrase I am
just wondering (if you) constitute one single choice for language production, or two (I’m just
wondering) and (if you)? In fact, this is a vexed question as it could be a single choice for one
speaker but not for another. Psycholinguistic studies might be able to provide explanations for
this question in the future. Adding to the complexity of these arguments, Biber and his
colleagues (Biber, Conrad, & Leech, 2011) asserted that the final word of a formulaic sequence
could be the beginning of another formulaic sequence. Thus, where does the production of a
formulaic sequence start and where does it end? It is possible that individuals can therefore vary,
i.e., one speaker might need one retrieval to access (I am just wondering if you) as one formulaic
sequence, whereas another speaker might need two retrievals (I am just wondering) and (if you)
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as two separate formulaic sequences. Thus, determining formulaic sequences, especially in terms
of language production and comprehension, cannot be absolute.
Finally, Wray also pointed out that formulaic sequences are not "…subject to generation
or analysis by the language grammar." This means that, as some language production models
have assumed, formulaic sequences bypass the representational level that constructs utterances
using grammatical rules and are retained directly from the expression level as ready-made single
units of utterances (Butler, 2003; Erman & Warren, 2000; Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 2005). This
view accords with that of Fillmore et al., (1988) who asserted that the idiomaticity of language
does not necessarily rely on grammatical rules and single words, but instead goes beyond those
rules and individual words.
After analyzing Wray’s definition, a sense of the meaning of formulaic sequences might
have developed but some thought-provoking questions remain unanswered. Among these
questions is the circular nature of criteria and definition. In fact, such circularity should lead to a
question regarding the best methodology to use to capture formulaic sequences in different types
of discourse. Such questions do not have definite answers. Although corpus linguistics can offer
a solid method for detecting formulaic sequences, the tool is not entirely reliable as it will miss
many formulaic sequences (Wray, 2005). Thus, this section can provide no absolute and crucial
answer concerning the criteria for and definition of formulaic sequences; therefore, for this
study, I have opted for an operational definition and criteria.
Definition, terms, and criteria of formulaic sequences used in this study.
Notwithstanding the controversies surrounding both definitions and criteria, this study will adopt
the term formula to chart three-, four-, and five-word formulas. This term and number of words
coincides with that used by (Ellis et al., 2008; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). Thus, searching
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for formulas will enable me to determine those that frequently co-occur (the methodology
chapter will elaborate further on the criteria used).
Common Characteristics of Formulaic Sequences
Researchers have conceptualized formulaic sequences from various perspectives. For
instance, cognitive linguists and psycholinguists have scrutinized the holistic processing of
formulaic sequences (e.g. Bybee, 2002; Coderre, Smith, Van Heuven, & Horwitz, 2016; Conklin
& Schmitt, 2008; Schmitt, 2004; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Siyanova-Chanturia, 2014,
2015). They have studied formulaic sequences as a unit of language processing (production,
comprehension, and accessing) and explored how the mind processes units of formulaic
sequences. As Jiang and Nekrasova (2007) asserted, “Researchers have often indicated their
belief that formulas are stored and retrieved holistically in language use” (p. 434).
In contrast, corpus and discourse analysts have tended to puzzle over the frequency and
extent to which multi-word units are dominant in different types of spoken and written discourse
(e.g. Biber, Conrad, & Cortes, 2004; Biber, Conrad, & Leech, 2011; Biber, Conrad, & Reppen,
1998; Erman & Warren, 2000; Moon, 1998). Hyland (2008) illustrated how corpus analysts
analyze formulaic sequences by asserting that “Essentially, these are words which follow each
other more frequently than expected by chance, helping to shape text meanings and contributing
to our sense of distinctiveness in a register” (p. 5).
A different perspective is adopted by socio-cultural researchers who have analyzed the
socio-pragmatic and sociocultural role of formulaic language (e.g. Kecskes, 2000, 2010;
Schmidt, 1983). Kecskes (2010), for example, analyzed the socio-pragmatic function of “a
particular type of formulaic expression called ‘situation-bound utterances’….SBUs [situation-
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bound utterances] are highly conventionalized, prefabricated pragmatic units whose occurrences
are tied to standardized communicative situations” (p. 2891).
Finally, research on language acquisition (L1/L2) has elaborated on the role formulaic
language plays in acquiring and learning a language (e.g. Abbot-Smith & Tomasello, 2006;
Bybee, 2008, 2010; Tomasello, 2009; Wray, 2000). For instance, Kecskes (2015) examined how
L2 speakers rely on idiomatic language and contended that “the idiom principle is the most
salient guiding mechanism in any language production. But it results in less formulaic language
use in L2 than in the first language(L1) of bilinguals” (p. 2). Therefore, as first language
speakers, L2 speakers bank on formulaic sequences when using L2 language; although such
reliance is limited by their L2 proficiency.
Collectively, these studies outline various characteristics of formulaic language. Before
explaining the characteristics of formulaic sequences, I will draw a line between the inherent
nature of formulaic sequences and the characteristics of formulaic sequences. The former refers
to the formulaicity (unity) and idiomaticity (preferred way of expressing a meaning) discussed
earlier. Formulaicity and idiomaticity were always found, explicitly or implicitly, in definitions
of formulaic sequences in the literature. In contrast, the latter (characteristics of formulaic
sequences) refers to the discerning features formulaic sequences have in written or spoken
discourse. It is worth noting that, through analyzing the degree of formulaicity and idiomaticity,
characteristics of formulaic sequences become more apparent. Therefore, I am utilizing the
different perspectives in research on formulaic sequences to help me determine their features. In
so doing, I am aiming to distill the characteristics of formulaic language from various research
studies.
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To begin, I will explicate three major features of formulaic sequences: (a) mutual
information (MI) of formulaic sequences, (b) meaning variability of formulaic sequences, and (c)
syntactic restrictions of formulaic language.
Mutual information (MI) of formulaic sequences. One of the features of formulaic
sequences is the association that exists between its component words, which constructs single
big chunks (Ellis et al., 2008). To clarify, idioms, for example, portray one single choice such as
it’s raining cats and dogs. Because multi-word expressions dominate language discourse
(Schmitt, 2004; Wray, 2005), free combinations of words need to be discerned from multi-word
expressions. Thus, the MI comes into play.
Ellis and his colleagues (2008) defined MI as "a statistical measure commonly used in the
field of information science designed to assess the degree to which the words in a phrase occur
together more often than would be expected by chance” (p. 380). The MI can estimate the
formulaicity level, which can vary considerably (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). For instance,
the component words of phrases such as give me a break, give me a hand, and don’t mention it
cannot appear together by chance as they shape single big choices. Conversely, a myriad
number of non-formulaic wordstrings appear together by chance because of their functional role
in discourse (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Wray, 2005). For example, phrases such as and of
the, and that the only, although frequent, do not necessarily construct single big choices. Thus, a
key issue in formulaic language concerns the level of mutual information. Therefore, the higher
the MI, the more formulaic the phrase.
It is worth noting that the importance of MI is illustrated when corpus methods are used
(these are explained later in this chapter). This is because corpus methods depend on frequency
to determine formulaic sequences. For example, when corpus methods are used to identify five-
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word strings with a cutoff frequency of 10 co-occurrences in every million words, several nonformulaic wordstrings may be identified such as in order to do that and in the context of the.
Frequency measurement cannot therefore assist in eliminating non-formulaic strings of words
(Wray, 2005). However, the MI measurement, which can be applied to each formula, can help in
identifying and distinguishing the formulaic sequences from the non-formulaic wordstrings.
Therefore, frequency measurement can initiate the search process in corpus, whereas utilizing MI
can refine the results. As such, both measurements complement each other.
It is also important to note that Wray (2012) agreed that the MI is a more sophisticated
index of language user capacity than frequency in terms of predicting what comes next in
discourse. In other words, a native speaker of English can anticipate the words that will be
included in the phrase it is pretty much the same. Hearing only part of this phrase would
therefore not necessarily preclude a native speaker from recognizing the whole phrase.
However, nonnative speakers have been found to be less sensitive to the MI index and are more
impacted by the frequency of formulas (Conklin & Schmitt, 2012; Ellis et al., 2008). This
suggests that L2 materials should increase the number of encounters with formulaic sequences as
nonnative speakers learn better with frequent formulas. Conklin and Schmitt (2012) strongly
agreed that “[the] frequency of exposure is a key aspect of learning formulaic sequences.
Although native speakers will automatically obtain the required exposure by adulthood, in many
cases, nonnatives will not” (p. 56).
Variability of meaning in formulaic sequences. Formulas distribute themselves along
a continuum of compositionality to non-compositionality (Conklin & Schmitt, 2012; Michel
Lewis, 1993; Martinez & Schmitt, 2012; Wray & Perkins, 2000). Compositionality or a
compositional formula means that “[the] phrase is comprehensible from the meanings of the
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individual words, e.g., don’t have to worry” (Conklin & Schmitt, 2012, p. 51). In contrast, a
non-compositional formula is not necessarily comprehensible from its component words
(Conklin & Schmitt, 2012; Michel Lewis, 1993), e.g., pull one’s leg, one’s jaw drops, and kick
the bucket. Therefore, compositionality overlaps with the clarity of formula meanings (Figure
1). However, although the degree of compositionality varies, it cannot be determined in an
absolute manner (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012). This means that not all formulas can be decisively
grouped on the continuum of compositionality as some formulas might range between
compositionality and non-compositionality.

Figure 1: The figure demonstrates the variability of the formula meanings. The figure is
modified from (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012, p. 303)
More compositional?
at all times
(can be decoded with literal meaning)

Less compositional?
at all costs

at all
(individual words do not
match meaning of the phrase)

Similarly, the continuum of compositionality can also be represented by an opaque to
transparent continuum (Schmitt, 2004). However, Wray (2012) argued that
While some formulaic sequences are entirely impenetrable (e.g., hocus pocus, by
and large) and others entirely transparent (e.g., have a nice day), many partly map
onto a relevant meaning (e.g., all of a sudden) or are literally obscure but can be
mapped word by word onto their meaning at a metaphorical level (e.g., spill the
beans). (p. 239).
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One might argue that the continuum of compositionality to non-compositionality does not differ
from the continuum of transparency to opaqueness. Broadly speaking, this argument holds true
in a number of works on formulaic language (e.g. Conklin & Schmitt, 2012; Wray, 2012).
Nevertheless, I argue that the transparency of formula meanings sometimes goes beyond their
compositionality. Thus, a phrase can be classified as compositional but its meaning is still
obscure because the speaker wants to deliver a figurative meaning. For example, some multiword expressions might carry literal, figurative, or idiomatic meanings (Conklin & Schmitt,
2008), e.g., take the bull by the horns, at the end of the day, and take it slowly. Moreover, some
formulaic sequences can carry a metaphorical meaning, e.g., the autumn of your life (Wray,
2012; Wray & Perkins, 2000). Language users, especially L2 users, digest such expressions
differently depending on their level of proficiency and the context. The process of learning also
depends on whether their L1 has equivalent multi-word expressions to the L2 formulas, because
if it does, some L2 formulas might be easier to learn (Allen & Conklin, 2013; Sherkina-Lieber,
2004).
It is important to note that not all formulaic sequences of L2 carry the same degree of
difficulty for L2 learners. Therefore, recognizing this feature of formulaic sequences can help to
enhance L2 learning, especially through L2 curricula.
Syntactic restrictions of formulaic sequences. Wray and Perkins (2000) contended that
irregularity is part of the nature of formulaic sequences i.e., formulaic language is not necessarily
consistent with grammatical rules. For instance, Erman and Warren (2000) argued that a wide
range of formulas cannot accept a change inside themselves, otherwise a semantic or syntactic
meaning/function would be lost. As a useful example, Erman and Warren (2000) referred to the
expression I cannot see a thing compared to *I cannot see an object. The former expression has

33
an idiomatic meaning, but the latter does not. However, the latter expression has the same
structure, replacing the word thing with the synonymous word object. Moreover, I believe
passivizing the formula I cannot see a thing to become nothing can be seen or * a thing cannot
be seen results in a totally different meaning and creates an awkward utterance. In the same
vein, Wray and Perkins (2000) explicated that beating around the bush cannot be pluralized, nor
is it possible to passivize face the music. Therefore, a wide range of formulas cannot accept all
syntactic rules nor can they easily adopt synonyms, so formulaic sequences do not fully obey
regular grammatical rules.
The Significance of Formulaic Sequences
Formulaic sequences, a phenomenon long recognized as important by various
researchers, provide the building blocks of an individual’s language shapes In fact, even
learning a native language is based on the patterns upon which language is built (Abbot-Smith &
Tomasello, 2006; Tomasello, 2009). Learning a language essentially involves learning the most
dominant and frequent constructions in the language. However, not all constructions in a
language follow grammatical rules. In fact, many constructions are a mixture of regular and
idiomatic “subconstructions” (Tomasello, 2003, p. 8). Tomasello (2003) and Sinclair (1991)
argued that these constructions are mostly idiomatic. Nevertheless, it is recognized that formulaic
sequences construct most of an individual’s language (Erman & Warren, 2000; Schmitt, 2004;
Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 2005). Thus, formulaic sequences derive their significance from their
dominance in language use and native speaker's repertoire of language is composed, for the most
part, of formulaic sequences.
Notably, a major point of agreement among those concerned with formulaic sequences is
that language is formulaically/idiomatically structured (Ellis et al., 2008; Erman & Warren,
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2000; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Schmitt, 2004; Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 2005). The literature on
formulaic sequences often refers to three prominent and seminal works that manifest the
importance of formulaic sequences in all aspects of language use: a) Pawley and Syder (1983), b)
Sinclair (1991), and c) Erman and Warren (2000).
Among the first researchers to formulate new perspectives and models of language use
are Pawley and Syder (1983), and Sinclair (1991). Later, Erman and Warren (2000) tested
Sinclair’s model and produced very noteworthy results. Each of these works will now be
discussed to demonstrate the prominence of formulaic sequences in one’s language. Together,
they provide evidence of the way in which language is constructed by formulaic sequences,
which in turn justifies the incorporation of formulaic sequences into the curricula for teaching
ESL/EFL learners.
Pawley and Syder (1983). Pawley and Syder published their work approximately 35
years ago and created a body of work that has remained highly influential to the present day.
Essentially, they considered language use from two perspectives, each of which evokes a puzzle:
nativelike selection and nativelike fluency. In terms of nativelike selection, they wondered how
native speakers fluently produce spontaneous speech that is within the boundaries of grammar
(grammar refers to the acceptable utterances within a speech community). The choice of
linguistic units produced (e.g. phrases, clauses, or sentences) is also idiomatic. In other words,
native speakers select the right idiomatic utterances while producing on-line language. Thus, the
choices selected to express such ideas are not perceived as awkward; however, there are a myriad
number of equivalent patterns that can express the same idea. Nevertheless, those equivalent
patterns are marked awkwardly when they are used. For example, native speakers of English
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would not pluralize beating around the bush, nor would they passivize face the music or
synonymize the verb like with similar when saying I was like.
The second puzzle concerns nativelike fluency. Pawley and Syder raised a question
regarding the human capacity to produce "fluent stretches of spontaneous connected discourse"
in a limited time (, 1983, p. 191). Encoding a great deal of novel speech while speaking, or prior
to speaking, is severely limited due to the finite capacity of short term memory (Kuiper, 2004;
Pawley & Syder, 1983) (Pawley & Syder, 1983). Pawley and Syder also found that native
speakers of English can produce an 8 to 10 word clause under one time constraint. Thus, these
two puzzles were a trigger for Pawley and Syder to begin their work as they wanted to explain
the ability of native speakers to overcome these puzzles and produce spontaneous, stretched,
connected, idiomatic, fluent, and grammatical speech in a limited time.
Moreover, native speakers can select and fluently produce language that is coherent,
sensitive to discourse (before and after speech), meets the knowledge of an audience, is suitable
in terms of register, and adapts to other social situations within a severely limited time. For
example, when a person speaks in front of an audience and is undergoing stressful mental
activity, (s)he can still invoke utterances that are suitable to the register such as I cannot find the
right words rather than *I cannot find the correct terms. Even in poems, where the creativity and
novelty of language is greater than in other contexts, the poet writes/speaks in standard and
comprehensible language because the meanings of utterances are distributed across a set of
formulaic units so creativity is therefore centered around those comprehensible sets (Wray,
2005). Therefore, new meanings in poetry are still grounded in familiar formulaic sequences,
otherwise the messages would not be comprehensible. It can therefore be concluded that
language consists of patterns that are glued together (Pawley & Syder, 1983) and people use
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novel language in an "uninteresting way" (Wray, 2005), i.e., the novel language is itself not
entirely novel. Pawley and Syder stated that a “considerable proportion of the total body of
(relatively) well-defined complex lexical items consists of what we will term here 'lexicalized
sentence stems'” (1983, p. 210). By this they mean that
A lexicalized sentence stem is a unit of clause length or longer whose grammatical form
and lexical content is wholly or largely fixed; its fixed elements form a standard label for
a culturally recognized concept, a term in the language. (p. 191-192)
As shown previously in this chapter, researchers use various terms to describe formulaic
sequences so Pawley and Syder’s definition refers to formulaic sequences even though they used
the term “lexicalized sentence stems” to describe them. The 'lexicalized sentence stems' refer to
utterances that vary from small expressions to full sentences through which nativelike selection
and nativelike fluency are achieved. Notably, without such an ability, speech production would
never occur the way people might think. Thus, nativelike selection and nativelike fluency are
predicated on numerous ready-made lexicalized sentence stems; formulaic sequences.
Evidence of nativelike selection and fluency could be revealed through the examination
of language production. Pawley and Syder claimed that "…the largest unit of novel discourse
that can be fully encoded in one encoding operation is a single clause of eight to ten words," and
one clause for each time constraint (p. 202). The time constraint refers to an encoding operation
where a speaker encodes (plans or prepares) a single clause of 8 to 10 words. Furthermore,
skilled speakers do not usually slow down in the middle of a four-to-ten word clause, which
means one unit is retrieved from the mind, or that a few retrievals are needed at most.
Nevertheless, skilled speakers might slow down at the end of a clause in spontaneous speech.
This means that the brain will use this slower pace to prepare the next lexicalized sentence stem.
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Moreover, fluency increases only when single clauses are produced, so speakers produce "fluent
units" which are defined as “a stretch of pause-free speech uttered at or faster than normal rate or
articulation – about five syllables per second in English” (Pawley & Syder, 1983, p. 202).
Additionally, through observations and experiments, Pawley and Syder have demonstrated that
native English-speakers typically:
a) maintain an articulation rate of 270-300 syllables per minute, even in rehearsed speech.
b) "show a high proportion of fluent units (more than 50 per cent) that are complete,
grammatical, clauses" (p. 202).
c) rarely hesitate or pause for longer than 0.5 seconds in mid-clause, or longer than 2.0 seconds
at the boundaries of clauses.
Furthermore, de Bot (1992, p. 11) showed that 150 words is the average rate of speech,
and 300 words is the maximum that can be spoken in a minute. Thus, 200 to 400 milliseconds
are needed to select a word when speaking. Given this, Traxler (2011) asserted that the mind is
capable of processing 200 words per minute on average when reading or listening. Table 3
summarizes the statistics for language processing presented above.

Table 3: A summary of the time needed to process language.
Processing types

Scholar

Language production Pawley & Syder
(1983)

Language
comprehension

Statistics of language production
8-10 words for each clause of novel speech in one
operational utterance

Pawley & Syder
(1983)

Fluent single units of clauses (4-10 words)

Pawley & Syder
(1983)

English speakers:
a- 270-300 syllables per minute, even in rehearsed speech.
b- more than 50% are complete, grammatical clauses.
c- no more than 0.5 seconds pause for mid-clauses, and 0.2
for boundaries of clauses.

de Bot (1992)

150-300 words per minute

Traxler (2011)

Mind comprehends 200 word per minute on average
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Therefore, realizing the significance of formulas in language processing, it is important
for two prominent reasons. First, defining a formula in terms of language processing is
drastically different from defining formulas in other fields. That is, in terms of language
processing, a formula is identified through units of production and/or comprehension. Second,
because formulas are important in language processing, formulas should be introduced to second
language learners to enable processing L2 language easily.
Sinclair’s model (1991). The idiom principle and open-choice principle model date back
to 1987-1991. John Sinclair developed his model in 1991. The model does not diverge greatly
from the nativelike selection and nativelike fluency model proposed by Pawley and Syder.
However, there are a few notable differences between the two. The former was trying to find
answers to the puzzling idiomaticity and fluency of native speakers. Pawley and Syder’s model
explains a sizeable amount of speech production, but it does not shed light on speech that might
not be fluent or idiomatic; this kind of speech is not dominant in language. In contrast, Sinclair’s
model elaborates on global aspects of language use, i.e., it includes the nativelike selection and
nativelike fluency of speech and explicates disfluent language, which can be found mostly in
non-native speakers. Sinclair’s model is probably the most influential in terms of language use.
This sounds logical because this model does not exclusively explain nativelikeness, which makes
this model suitable for second language (L2) speakers because it explains the disfluency and
nonnative use of language. It is therefore a more comprehensive model of language use.
Sinclair (1991) identified two principles of language production: the open-choice
principle and the idiomatic-principle. First, the open-choice principle refers to language
production through "slot-and-filler" (p. 109), which means open slots in utterances are filled with
a lexicon that harmonizes with constraints (i.e. grammar). There are various patterns of choice
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when it comes to filling open slots during the on-going processing of language. For example,
when a person says I was able to…but I finally could…these slots can be filled with numerous
lexical items. Put simply, the open-choice principle means that language production comprises
word-by-word construction. Words join each other by following the constraints of context (i.e.
grammar) and each position in the text is a candidate for a suitable filler (i.e. a word). This
principle is especially consistent with a traditional view of language that prioritizes the
grammatical rules for language use. It is important to note that Sinclair does not refute the openchoice principle, but points out that most language processes depend on the idiomatic principle.
Second, the idiom-choice principle entirely contradicts the open-choice principle. Sinclair
(1991) proposed that a language user has access to large semi-preconstructed units of language
that are prefabricated in nature and can be selected as single choices. Sinclair (1991)
summarized his idea by claiming that “The principle of idiom is that a language user has
available to him or her a large number of semi-preconstructed phrases that constitute single
choices, even though they might appear to be analyzable into segments” (p. 110). This means the
idiomatic principle harmonizes with idiomaticity, which refers to the preferred way a native
speaker expressing an idea.
A question can therefore be raised about how the two principles work together. In fact,
they both work cooperatively and complement each other. Sinclair pointed out that the idiomchoice principle is favored in language production because it relies on the large quantity of
preconstructed prefabs that are available to be selected and used. In other words, it relies on
multi-word expressions. Once the idiom principle proves insufficient, the open-choice principle
takes over language processing and starts constructing language using grammatical rules.
Therefore, when language is produced, it is usually preferable to retrieve single choices of ready-
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made formulaic sequences because the mind tries to economize by relying on fewer retrievals
(Wray, 2005).
Sinclair’s model and L2 speakers. In 2015, Kecskes tested the extent to which L2
speakers rely on the idiom-principle. He concluded that the idiom principle is always favored in
any form of language production, including L2. He observed that the overreliance on the idiom
principle by language users, either monolinguals or bilinguals, is a result of an “economy
principle in language use” (Kecskes, 2015, p. 29). Kecskes illustrated that the economy principle
means that language users try to process the language with the least possible effort, either in
terms of language production or language comprehension. Thus, because the idiom principle
depends on the existence of multi-word expressions, it will help economize the effort made in
language use (Kecskes, 2015; Wray, 1999, 2005). Researchers agree that the more prefabricated
chunks of L2 there are available to speakers, the more they will master the L2 (Bybee, 2010;
Ellis et al., 2008; Kecskes, 2015; O’Donnell et al., 2013; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Wray,
2005).
Erman and Warren (2000). One of the most influential works in formulaic sequences
was that by Erman and Warren (2000). They undertook a study to test the ubiquity of formulaic
sequences in discourse, thus testing Sinclair’s model. Firstly, Erman and Warren operationally
defined formulaic language using the term prefabs. Their definition enabled them to establish
criteria for identifying formulaic sequences based on their definition: "A prefab is a combination
of at least two words favored by native speakers in preference to an alternative combination
which could have been equivalent had there been no conventionalization." (p. 31). Their criteria
were as follows: a) a prefab consists of at least two words orthographically, b) the prefab
demonstrates idiomaticity (the idiom principle), which means that a native speaker favors their
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use in language production, and c) prefabs should have a degree of conventionalization, meaning
they are memorized holistically rather than as individual words (consistent with the idiomatic
principle).
Prefabs cover a large portion of spoken and written discourse. Erman and Warren’s
(2000) most important findings were that the proportion of prefabs in spoken and written
discourse was 58.6% and 52.3%, respectively. This striking result has surprised researchers in
the field because the study tested the spread of formulaic sequences in written and spoken
discourse. Many researchers have pointed out the importance of formulaic language, but Erman
and Warren’s study demonstrated this empirically.
However, although the proportion of formulaic sequences in this study represents more
than half of the language, the study does not capture the whole picture. This is because Erman
and Warren (2000) followed rigorous criteria to identify formulaic sequences based on their
operational definition. They eliminated from consideration what other researchers had identified
as formulaic sequences. For example, they excluded “constructions which are no doubt
memorized such as make somebody do something, but which contains only one lexically
specified item (somebody, do, and something all represent unrestricted choices of words)” (p.
32). Essentially, they excluded discontinuous formulaic sequences. They also excluded
completely compositional prefabs “such as dark night, in which neither dark determines the
choice of night, nor night the choice of dark” (p. 33). However, they considered “choose words”
to be a prefab because the expression cannot be “pick words, select words, excerpt words without
being marked as unidiomatic” (p. 33). I therefore argue that their judgment on compositionality
cannot be as completely reliable as Martinez and Schmitt (2012), who stipulated that the degree
of compositionality of multi-word expressions does not contain clear-cut boundaries between
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compositional and non- compositional. This makes it difficult to discern compositional phrases
from non-compositional phrases. Therefore, Erman and Warren should have eliminated a
plethora of prefabs; however, they observed that more than half of language use is idiomatic.
In fact, Erman and Warren (2000) recognized the issue of excluding numerous prefabs,
especially regarding spoken discourse that contains more formulaic sequences (Biber et al.,
1998). For instance, they commented “…as we consider the distribution of prefab types, we find
more striking differences [between spoken and written discourse]" (p. 37). Thus, using their
criteria, they discounted sequences that would be considered formulaic by other researchers.
This study provided evidence to support the hypothesis regarding the ubiquity of
formulaic sequences. The results coincided with the idiomatic principle proposed by Sinclair
(1991) whereby language users rely heavily on ready-made formulaic sequences. Their
conclusion also accords with that of Wray (2005) who claimed that most language is formulaic,
and with Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) who stated that using language is a "habit". Moreover,
their findings align with those of Pawley and Syder (1983) who asserted that "…the number of
sentence-length expressions familiar to the ordinary, mature English speaker probably amounts,
at least, to several hundreds of thousands" (p. 213). Warren and Erman (2000) also concurred
with other researchers cited in Ellis, Simpson-Vlach and Maynard (2008) that "Natural language
makes considerable use of recurrent formulaic patterns of words" (p. 375). Therefore, the
evidence presented in this section strongly supports the use of formulaic sequences as the
building blocks of language.
Given the importance of formulaic sequences, it is important to consider the role such
sequences play in L2 teaching, especially in ESL/EFL textbooks. The present study therefore
addresses this issue.
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Formulaic Sequences in Written and Spoken Discourse and Registers
To discuss the role of formulaic sequences in spoken and written discourse, it is
important to have clear definitions of the terms discourse and register. Specifically, discourse is
a broad term that can be applied to a large body of texts to describe language characteristics of
selected registers such as academic register and official register (Biber et al., 1998, p. 106).
Broadly speaking, discourse in this paper will be exclusively used in conjunction with either
written or spoken discourse. Register, on the other hand, refers to a language setting or practices
in a variety of disciplines such as politics or applied linguistics. Biber and his colleagues (1998)
opined that “registers are defined according to their situations of use (considering their purpose,
topic, setting, intrusiveness, mode, etc.)" (1998, p. 135).
As described previously, it is important to understand the extent to which spoken
discourse and written discourse differ from each other. It is especially critical to recognize that
each discourse has its own features, and that formulaic sequences in each diverge greatly. Chafe
(1998) also suggested that written and spoken language vary greatly. For instance, the use of
written language found in stories, novels, and the like deviates from that of the spoken language
found in debates, speeches, and so forth; each use therefore corresponds to a specific context
(Biber et al., 1998; Chafe, 1998). Biber et al. (2011) have analyzed a substantial number of
corpora and have presented the differences in words, formulas, functions, and even structures of
each type of discourse.
Erman and Warren (2000) compared the existence of formulaic sequences in written and
spoken discourse. They expected to find a striking difference in the number of formulaic
sequences in spoken discourse compared with written discourse. However, they found only a
slight difference between the two, i.e., 58.6% of spoken prefabs compared to 52.3% of written

44
ones. The average number of words in spoken discourse is less than that in written discourse:
2.61 words/formula and 2.80 words/formula, respectively. However, it is important to note that
their criteria for defining formulaic sequences has eliminated many formulas that might be
considered formulaic sequences from other researchers' points of view. For example, Erman and
Warren created a criterion called "restricted exchange" to determine a formula. The criterion
states that component words of a prefab cannot be replaced with other words without losing
"meaning or function and/or idiomaticity" (p. 32). Therefore, Erman and Warren excluded
entirely compositional collocations such as dark night and constructions memorized as a whole
such as make somebody do something.
Relationship between formulaic sequences and register. It has been asserted that
formulaic sequences comprise the foundation of the effective activation of the idiom principle
(Sinclair, 1991). The use of the idiom principle varies from one register to another. This means
that, in each register, certain formulaic sequences are more closely associated with that register
than with others. For example, the Academic Formulas List (AFL) appears more frequently in
the register of academia. Another example was proffered by Biber et al., (2004) who identified
several formulaic sequences related to different academic disciplines (written discourse and
spoken discourse). In the same vein, Kuiper (2004) built a corpus of formulaic sequences used
by horse racing commentators. A mismatch between a particular register and formulaic
sequences would therefore result in an unnatural use of language. Pawley and Syder (1983)
stressed that "Any grammatical sentence will seem unnatural in certain contexts, but conversely,
contexts can be found where it will be heard as a natural thing to say" (1983, p. 198). For
example, the phrase "I want to marry you" should be appropriate in terms of a serious proposal
of marriage (p. 198) or Will you marry me? when asking for somebody’s hand in marriage.
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However, when the sentence *I wish to be wedded to you is used, it would sound awkward
because it is not consistent with what people say in that register even though the sentence is
grammatically correct.
Part of the difficulty that L2 speakers experience with L2 is using (non)formulaic
language in an inconsistent register. For instance, the phrase thanks a bunch, according to the
Macmillan Dictionary website, is often used to show anger, as a joke, or in sarcasm; for example,
when saying You told Tony what I said? Thanks a bunch. I recognize that the pragmatic
meaning of Thanks a bunch or other similar formulaic phrases is very context-based (Kecskes,
2000); however, a problem exists when a phrase that is found to be mostly related to one register
is used in another, as can happen with L2 speakers. Thus, using the phrase you bet to say you
are welcome in a formal situation might be as inappropriate as using thanks a bunch. For a
nonnative speaker, thank you, thank you very much, and thanks a bunch appear to be
synonymous. Therefore, L2 learners should be taught formulaic language in conjunction with
their register.
Language users, including L2 speakers, improve their language proficiency through
increased exposure to various language settings where different registers are required (Butler,
2003; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Siyanova-Chanturia, 2014; Wray, 1999, 2005). Consequently,
when a language user becomes familiar with a register, formulaic sequences related to that
register become easier to retrieve. Therefore, laying out the desired registers accompanied by the
appropriate formulaic sequences in L2 curricula can make a big difference in facilitating L2
learning. Unfortunately, L2 learners sometimes encounter formulaic language that is related to
particular registers that are not commonly used, as Chen (2010) found in an English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) textbook designed for engineering students and in Electrical
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Engineering textbooks. Therefore, I argue that L2 learners must be provided with native-like
language used in specific registers that dovetails with formulaic language.
Registers affect non-native speakers more than native speakers when it comes to
nativelike selection, especially in relation to their comprehension of the message they are
exposed to. To explain this point, I need to first demonstrate the case for native sparkers and
then I will return to the case for non-native speakers. The mind of the native listener has already
established patterns of language that are mapped to a wide variety of registers. This means that
the listener can predict what s/he is hearing with regard to specific messages conveyed within a
particular range of linguistic constructions. From a psycholinguistic perspective, listeners can
distinguish what they hear in a noisy place because of the ability their mind has to "fill in the
gap" while listening to other input (Traxler, 2011). For instance, when some of the content in an
utterance is not heard by a native listener, the mind tries to fill in the missing words to complete
the message. It does this based on the regularity of language (formulaic sequences the individual
expects to hear) and the context. This is exemplified by Wray (1999) as she suggests that a
phrase such as “excuse me” might be recognized by the hearer even if s/he does not hear it very
well, whereas the utterance “I’m walking behind you” might not be quickly recognized if it is not
fully heard because it is less predictable. What makes a formulaic sequence more predictable is
the level of mutual information (MI) it contains, i.e., the formulas tend to shape one single big
choice (as discussed earlier). Regarding non-native speakers, it is unsurprising to learn that,
when it comes to the comprehension of formulas, recent evidence has revealed that non-native
speakers are less sensitive to formulas with high MI, whereas MI has a notable impact on native
speakers (Conklin & Schmitt, 2008; Ellis et al., 2008; Siyanova-Chanturia et al., 2011).
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Hence, the predictability of register, context, utterances, as well as speaking in a standard
way by providing running speech with expected formulaic sequences, all play a central role in
comprehension. More specifically, formulaic sequences have a central importance in terms of
the predictability of input. For example, missing out the words is and the in the phrase this is not
the case should not hinder the listener’s comprehension because the mind has inserted the
missing words.
Detecting Formulaic Sequences
Using a corpus to determine formulaic sequences. In fact, using corpus linguistics to
determine formulaic sequences goes far beyond the findings regarding the frequency of multiword sequences, the frequency of word types (e.g. the word play as a noun and as a verb), or
(in)separable collocations (e.g. play a role vs. play an important role vs. play a critical role vs.
play a role in). Researchers working on corpus linguistics have scrutinized how language is
actually being used, and have established how formulaic sequences are used (e.g. Biber et al.,
2004; Martinez & Schmitt, 2012; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010).
Corpus-driven and corpus-based approaches. There are two general approaches to
exploiting corpus linguistics: corpus-driven and corpus-based (Biber et al., 1998). The corpusdriven approach is used for finding the most frequent words or wordstrings in specific genres or
registers. It differs from the corpus-based approach in that the researcher does not prelist any
(non)linguistic units because the researcher is eliciting formulaic sequences from the data based
on frequency of occurrence (Biber et al., 1998). In the corpus-based approach, the researcher
looks for specific linguistic units in the corpus to determine their syntactic or semantic behavior,
their frequency, or even their register/genre.
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In addition to the two approaches mentioned above, there are two types of "association
patterns" that are defined as "…the systematic way in which linguistic features are used in
association with other linguistic and non-linguistic feature" (Biber et al., 1998, p. 5). Thus,
formulaic sequences can shape linguistic associations, or linguistic with nonlinguistic
associations (Biber et al., 1998). These points will be discussed further as the research questions
of the current study will use both approaches simultaneously.
Linguistic association. This category has two kinds of associations. The first concerns
the lexical associations between words that co-occur. Biber and his colleagues (1998) gave the
example of three synonymous yet isolated words: large, big, and great. These have similar
meanings; however, conducting the corpus analysis showed that each of them is associated with
specific co-occurring words. For instance, large commonly co-occurred with the word number,
whereas big co-occurred with toe.
The second concerns the grammatical associations that occur between linguistic and
grammatical features. As an example, Bybee (2010) explored the adjectives and prepositional
phrases occurring with drive someone + Adjective/prepositional phrases from the 1990s to the
2000s in the Time Magazine corpus. She showed that the construction of drive someone +
adjective/prepositional phrase is mostly associated with the phrase "drive someone crazy"
compared to phrases such as drive someone nuts/mad, or drive someone out of their mind. Thus,
grammatical associations reveal the connection between lexical units and their collocated
grammatical structure.
Linguistic and non-linguistic association. This category sheds light on the "characteristics
of texts or varieties" (Biber et al., 1998) in that corpus linguistics can help researchers to identify
the distributions of a set of formulaic sequences (lexical or grammatical associations) in: (a)
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register, (b) dialect, or (c) a period of time. A clear example of this is given in the academic and
nonacademic register for spoken and written discourse where a speaker uses a language that
varies from one register to another. For instance, have you heard the one about… is expected to
inaugurate a joke (Have, 2007) and is therefore associated more with a type of register related to
jokes. However, phrases like I strongly/firmly believe, I'm inclined to agree, or I tend to
disagree, I wondered, or I was wondering, require more corpus research to identify their register,
genre, and other features. I believe searching for formulaic sequences based on their register will
push the boundaries of teaching, learning, and acquiring formulaic sequences and in turn the
design of ELT textbooks.
Relationship between the associations. Linguistic and nonlinguistic associations are not
usually studied in a vacuum; they are intrinsically linked (Biber et al., 1998). Thus, identifying
associations between lexical-lexical units, such as big toe, is also simultaneously associated with
nonlinguistic features, i.e., the context (e.g. register), with which they occur. Furthermore, the
previous example of drive someone crazy is linked to nonlinguistic features such as period time.
I believe this is relevant to the present study in terms of whether ELT textbooks include obsolete
or current formulaic sequences.
In view of all that has been mentioned thus far, it could be supposed that formulaic
sequences can easily go unnoticed when corpus linguistics alone is used. Therefore, researchers
sometimes avoid using the term formulaic sequences because it describes a comprehensive
phenomenon, and instead use more specified terms with operational definitions such as lexical
bundles; collocations; and formulas (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Rahimi & Momeni, 2012; SimpsonVlach & Ellis, 2010; Sonbul & Schmitt, 2013). Using corpus linguistics alone might, however,
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prove insufficient; it therefore needs to be supported by other methods (Biber et al., 1998; Butler,
2003; Sinclair & Renouf, 1988; Wray, 2005).
Limitations of corpus linguistics methods. It is important to note that corpus linguistic
methods are just some of the tools used to study formulaic sequences, but they are not the only
ones. Wray (2005) stated clearly that "corpora are probably unable to capture the true
distribution of certain kinds of formulaic sequences. Indisputably, what they offer is considerably
better than anything before" (Wray, 2005, p. 27). This means that corpora can help researchers
determine the functions of formulaic sequences (Wray and Perkins,2000), register/genre (Biber
et al., 1998), the constructional framework of formulaic sequences (Bybee, 2010), collocational
words, and so on. However, no corpus can be representative enough for all forms of language
use. This means that no matter how many corpora are used by researchers, they will still not be
sufficient to represent language and in fact are not even sufficient to identify all formulaic
sequences (Read & Nation, 2004; Wray, 2005). The following section will consider the
disadvantages of corpus linguistics while acknowledging that it is still one of the best tools
currently available.
The formulaic sequences terms as a criterion. To what extent are the formulaic
sequences identified through corpora genuinely formulaic sequences? I puzzled over this
question for a while. When I unpack the term formulaic sequences, I find myself referring to all
kinds of formulaic sequences: collocations, formulas, constructions, prefabs, lexical chunks,
multi-word sequences/units/expressions, chunks, lexical stems, lexical phrases, idioms, semi-preconstructed phrases, patterns, ready-made expressions/utterances, lexical bundles (with three,
four or more words) to name but a few. All this terminology is found and used in the literature
on formulaic sequences, and the list can be extended even further. The boundaries have vastly
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expanded. Hence, some terminology can only represent certain types of formulaic sequence that
cannot be studied from corpora. For instance, ready-made expressions tend to refer to
memorized utterances, so studying this kind of formulaic sequence would essentially require
psycholinguistic methods, supported possibly by corpus methods. For example, the number of
retrievals needed to produce I don’t think that’s (such) a good idea depends on many factors,
such as the dialect, the speaker, their volubility, and the register. Regardless of these factors,
recognizing the retrieval number enables researchers to recognize the exact formulaic sequence
unit. For instance, retrieving I don’t think that’s (such) a good idea at once means the whole
utterance constructs one unit, whereas if the utterance needed two retrievals, then the utterance
includes two units. Having this entire phrase in the corpus does not necessarily reflect the status
of the phrase in a person’s mind because it might be stored as a whole or as separate units.
Among the studies that focus on this issue are those by (Conklin & Schmitt, 2008; Ellis et al.,
2008; Siyanova-Chanturia, 2014, 2015).
Frequency as a criterion. One of the very important features involved in using corpus
methods to study formulaic sequences is that of frequency, which can partially demonstrate if a
specific wordstring is formulaic and idiomatic. Frequency is a crucial factor when it comes to
extracting formulaic sequences, but how many occurrences need to be considered is a question
that remains unanswered. Ellis et al., (2010) stated that researchers have a range of cutoff
frequency of between 10 to 40 occurrences per one million words. I argue this does not provide
a sufficient ratio. One reason for this is that some registers are not sufficiently common, which
means formulaic sequences related to that register might not be found in some large corpora. For
instance, in her 18 million-word corpus Moon (1998) failed to find phrases such as kick the
bucket and out of practice. Wray (2005) stated that “…many word strings are indisputably
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formulaic but are not frequent (e.g. The King is dead, long live the King)” (p. 30). This is
because the idea has either never been expressed in the corpus or there is another preferred way
of saying it (Wray, 2005, p.30).
I also believe that frequency can positively or negatively influence the detection of
formulaic sequences based on the diversity of registers found in the corpora. In fact, some
registers, especially those in spoken language, are not documented in corpora. This is because
their frequency in corpora is low but when spoken they might be very frequent. For instance, the
everyday use of language such as ordering and receiving orders in coffee shops or restaurants,
making phone calls in specific institutions, and so on, have distinguished formulas that are not
usually captured in many accessible corpora. Kuiper and Flindall (2000) attempted to shed light
on such registers by documenting the formulas used by checkout operators at two supermarkets.
The researchers observed several formulas that were preferred by some operators. However, such
formulas might not exist in substantive corpora, not because they are uncommon but because the
supermarket checkout register is not documented. Therefore, no corpora can be representative of
all forms of language use (Butler, 2003).
Conversely, some registers might even be over-presented (Wray, 2005). The culture, size
of corpora, and the types of registers identified can all play a critical role in increasing the
frequency of some formulas. For example, Google’s database includes a very high number of
occurrences for say it again, say that again, and say it one more time; however, the high
frequency of such phrases partially comes from the names of songs. Thus, high frequency does
not necessarily reflect the number of times such formulas are used in everyday language as
frequency reflects popularity rather than frequent use.
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Another problem concerning frequency is related to functional words. For instance, some
free combinations of words might be highly frequent, but that does not mean they constitute
formulaic expressions. They may be frequent simply because their appearance in discourse is
related to their functional needs (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Wray, 2005). For example, if the
functional words and at the appear frequently together, that does not make them a formulaic unit.
Idiomaticity as a criterion. Using frequency to identify formulaic sequences should
yield many wordstrings (formulaic and nonformulaic). However, it is important to note that
idiomaticity is not entirely measured by frequency. For instance, if the phrase in other words has
low frequency compared to that the only which might have higher frequency, that does not make
the latter a formulaic sequence because the sequence of words is not idiomatic. Nevertheless,
although the former wordstring might be less frequent there is no doubt that it is an idiomatic
phrase, therefore it is a formulaic sequence. Thus, the criterion of idiomaticity helps to identify
formulaic sequences from a free combination of words; this is a job corpus tools cannot do. This
means that idiomaticity is recognized through qualitative analysis conducted by human
participants.
Structure as a criterion. The features of spoken and written discourse differ because
they are structured differently. Written discourse is, to a large extent, boundary-limited in that
the beginning and end of each phrase or sentence is clear. It is also more organized and
systematic, and therefore yields neater data that can be searched much more easily than spoken
discourse. For instance, the structures of formulaic sequences are obviously set, e.g., in other
words, it has been found, on the other hand, and in the case of (Hyland, 2008).
Conversely, the boundaries between utterances in spoken discourse increase the difficulty
of detecting formulaic sequences. This is because speech includes fillers (e.g. um, ah), false
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starts (e.g. do you think we should/- I think we should go tomorrow), a change of speakers,
overlapping, interruption, pauses, and incomplete utterances (Wray, 2005). There are two
problems with such features. Firstly, they are often inserted in the middle of utterances which
disrupts the production of formulaic sequences. For example, when a speaker plans to say it
doesn’t matter either to stay with me or go with him, the whole utterance might include at least
two types of formulaic sequence or they might present one single formula, or even several
formulas. Therefore, the expression it doesn’t matter might be produced separately as one
continuous formulaic sequence, whereas the frame either….. or….. might be considered a
discontinuous formula whose open slots allow a myriad number of words to be inserted. The
other possibility is that the whole utterance (the continuous and the discontinuous formulas)
might be a single formulaic sequence that the speaker has produced as one unit. The more
complex possibility is that the discontinuous frame either …or… includes smaller formulaic
expressions inside it. For example, stay with me and go with him are two expressions that are
very common because they correlate with the names of songs and are often used in everyday
language. Such expressions might become autonomous formulaic sequences when they are used
frequently in a speech community and thus go through a process of fusion (Peters, 1983; Wray,
2005). The number of formulaic sequences in the utterance therefore depends on the way the
utterance was produced; whether the language user retrieved the whole utterance in one go or
needed several retrievals.
To return to the impact of features of speech on a spoken corpus, if a previous utterance
was interrupted by another speaker, the utterance will appear divided in a corpus. Consequently,
it is not possible to determine the beginning and end of formulaic sequences in this utterance.
Thus, the corpus of spoken discourse is not as clear as that of a written discourse corpus.
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Secondly, detecting the boundaries of a spoken formula is inherently problematic even
when a complete utterance is identified, as shown in the case of I wondered, I was wondering if,
I'm wondering, and I was wondering if I (can) get a. Wray (2005) provided a similar example of
thank you, thank you very much, and thank you very much indeed. Discerning the original
formulaic sequences among these variations is difficult. Wray observed that, even in terms of
native speaker intuition, it is hard to pin down the original formulas.
It is worth noting that depending on frequency alone to detect those formulas, even in
considerable corpora, cannot highlight the original formulaic sequence because spoken corpora
include different varieties of language, several speakers with various cultures, and even several
registers. According to Kuiper (2004), “Since formulae are keyed to particular contexts and roles
within those contexts, they are cultural as well as linguistic artefacts” (p.45). For example,
Kuiper and Flindall (2000) found that two participants in their study preferred to say Gidday to
greet customers at the supermarket checkout. If Gidday is taken as an example, this expression
would not be frequent because other participants in other countries, might prefer other
expressions, so the characteristics of each speaker should influence what is said by them and thus
what is to be included in corpora. Therefore, researchers cannot necessarily rely on frequency to
detect the original formula in spoken discourse.
In addition, features of spoken discourse such as repetition, fillers, and pauses can help
identify formulaic sequences as they are placed at the ends of formulaic sequences rather than
inside them. For instance, fillers does not usually break one formulaic unit such as it’s pretty
much the same because it represents a “fluent unit” (Pawley & Syder, 1983). Unfortunately,
these aspects of spoken discourse cannot be detected using corpus tools because they cannot
recognize the role such features play in identifying formulaic sequences.
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Meanings as a criterion. There is another critical issue associated with measuring and
identifying formulaic sequences, especially in relation to frequency. Some formulaic sequences
possess both idiomatic and literal meaning. It is important to question whether the two meanings
serve as tokens for one unit or for two separate units. Consider, for example, the phrase take it
slowly. This expression can have an idiomatic meaning, e.g., to do something in a careful
manner, and a literal meaning, e.g., to do something in slow motion. Unfortunately, when a
corpus search is conducted to find the idiomatic meaning because this represents one formulaic
sequence unit, it will fail to highlight phrases with an idiomatic meaning. Alternatively, using
any of the corpus-based approaches will identify all phrases that stipulate take it slowly,
regardless of their meaning. A corpus search should therefore be supplemented with other
methods (Biber et al., 1998; Butler, 2003; Sinclair & Renouf, 1988; Wray, 2005).
Representativeness of corpora. The representativeness of a corpus influences the
frequency and the formulas that are detected. The size of the corpora alone might miss or overrepresent formulaic sequences (Wray, 2005). For example, Wray (2005) explained that a
resource for certain corpora (e.g. radio, TV) does not necessarily reflect the way people speak or
use language. It may be the case that the corpora of radio or TV reflect spoken discourse, but
they still mirror specific kinds of register and thus reflect some speech communities, but not
necessarily all. Thus, using radio and TV corpora will over-present formulas related to those
registers, whereas formulas related to different registers might be mis-represented.
Wray (2005) also raised a more serious issue related to representativeness and speech
communities when she indicated that an individual's language might not be represented in a
corpus. To clarify this point, she argues that what an individual considers as a formulaic
sequence might not be the case for another individual; intuition thus varies from one person to
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another. This has been demonstrated by the fact that, when several language experts judge
different types of formulaic sequences, they may disagree (Wray, 2005). This is because
diversified cultures employ different dialects and, in turn, formulaic sequences in those dialects.
Pawley and Syder (1983) were therefore certain when they stated that a formulaic sequence
“forms a standard label for a culturally recognized concept." (p. 191).
Moreover, regardless of the representativeness of the corpora, selecting a corpus or
corpora can also result in misleading outcomes when detecting formulaic sequences. Wray
(2005) pointed out that some researchers used mixed corpora of written and spoken discourse,
and that this impacted on the representativeness of language. For example, spoken discourse
encompasses more formulaic sequences than written discourse (Biber et al., 1998; Ellis et al.,
2008), in addition to the disparate mode each of them possesses. Consequently, there are
different sequences for different registers and genres.
Reliability of measurements. It has been mentioned earlier that the definition and
criteria for formulaic sequences are inherently problematic due to their circular nature. This
means there is no entirely reliable tool available for measuring formulaic sequences, let alone
determining what/how to count. If there is a specific definition and agreed-upon criteria, then
there will be consistency among researchers regarding the proportion of formulaic sequences in
language. Because there is not, research has yielded various estimates of the proportions of
formulaic sequences in language. In short, researchers can agree on the ubiquity of formulaic
sequences in language but disagree on the extent to which formulaic sequences are ubiquitous
(Martinez & Schmitt, 2012; Read & Nation, 2004; Schmitt, 2004; Wray, 1999, 2005, 2008).
Wray (1999) reviewed the literature on formulaic language and found disparate
estimations on the part of several researchers. The estimations ranged from 4% up to 80%, and
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Erman and Warren’s (2000) influential work showed that more than half of language is
formulaic. The reasons for such highly fluctuating estimates are varied. First, the most
fundamental source of inconsistency concerns what is counted as a formulaic sequence. For
instance, some researchers focus on fixed chunks such as idioms, others on specific types of
preconstructions (production unit), or even collocations. Additionally, in terms of unfixed
chunks, there is no consensus among researchers as to what constitutes a formulaic unit. Second,
the size of corpora also helps preclude or assist the detection of formulaic sequences. Each
researcher relies on different data in terms of both quantity and quality. Third, researchers have
implemented several statistical measurements which invariably lead to different estimations
(Wray, 2005). In terms of the disparate nature of such estimations, Simpson-Vlach and Ellis
(2010) observed that researchers have used measures that range from 10 to 40 occurrences per
one million words for each formula. Wray, however, noted that some researchers used a
different ratio, such as "…a frequency with which a particular item occurs within a given pattern
and its overall frequency in the corpus" (Wray, 2005, p. 29). Using different ratios can be
misleading because some functional words are very frequent (Wray, 2005). Therefore, the
statistical measurements might not be entirely reliable.
In conclusion, in this section I have tried, albeit briefly, to show that although corpus
linguistics is employed in research on formulaic sequences, that does not make it flawless.
Nevertheless, it provides researchers with one of the best tools available. Moreover, by
highlighting the weaknesses and strengths of corpus methods, it becomes possible to demonstrate
how this study has minimized its weaknesses, especially by employing AFL as this does not
exclusively rely on corpus linguistics but also depends on other qualitative and quantitative
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factors. Therefore, the present study will take advantage of corpus linguistics methods as well as
making optimal use of AFL that will be explained later in this chapter.
Connecting L2 Formulas Learning and Teaching Second Language
This section will focus on published studies that have investigated the learning and/or
teaching of formulaic sequences of the second language in both explicit and implicit situations,
although overall there is “little research into the most effective ways of teaching formulaic
language” (Alali & Schmitt, 2012). To help L2 curricula designers incorporate formulaic
language more effectively into L2 textbooks, the overall results of these studies will be focused
upon rather than the details.
First, some terms need to be clearly explained. Explicit learning, for example, refers to
the instructional way of teaching formulaic language and conscious learning by L2 learners.
Implicit learning, on the other hand, refers to the unconscious and/or uninstructed learning of
formulaic sequences. It is important to note that both implicit and explicit learning can take place
in a classroom setting or in natural settings.
Explicit and implicit learning of formulaic sequences. Using a pre-test/post-test quasiexperimental design, Rahimia and Momenia (2012) tested two groups of students: a control
group was taught new words in isolation while an experimental group was taught using
collocations. After sixteen weeks, the experimental group outperformed the control group in
terms of language proficiency. The authors therefore recommended the explicit approach to
teaching collocations and stated clearly that incidental learning is not sufficient on its own.
However, I believe that if the researchers had compared the explicit and implicit learning of the
same collocations, rather than comparing learning collocations with isolated words, the design of
the study would have been more reliable. Nevertheless, the key message that educators and
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designers of L2 curricula will take from this study is to facilitate the explicit learning of
formulaic language and rely more on teaching formulaic language than on isolated words. A
possible way of doing this is to present textbook exercises that ask learners to use some
formulaic sequences.
The gap I highlighted in the previous study, i.e., comparing the same collocations in
explicit and implicit learning, was later bridged by Sonbul and Schmitt (2013). They compared
the implicit and explicit learning of medical collocations in three conditions: enriched, enhanced,
and decontextualized. Details of these are as follows:
1. Enriched: the learner is exposed to target collocations frequently over a certain amount of
time. This is considered indirect instruction. For example, a reading passage is given to
participants with three occurrences of targeted collocations.
2. Enhanced: the target collocations in the input are emphasized in some way, e.g., through
glossing, bolding or underlining. This is direct instruction. For example, the targeted
collocations in a reading passage are made salient with red, bold font.
3. Decontextualized: the target feature is presented out of context. This is a direct
instruction. For example, the targeted collocations are taught explicitly and individually
out of context.
The three conditions differed in the way the target collocations were presented. This study is
noteworthy because it is probably the first study to measure collocational knowledge (implicit
and explicit) in these three learning conditions and compared native speakers with non-nonnative
speakers. It is also worth mentioning that each group of participants (native and non-native)
underwent all three conditions of carefully selected collocations. The study was robustly
designed and followed a rigid methodology.
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In terms of the major findings, the authors found that explicit knowledge of collocations
was generally facilitated by all learning conditions. However, the enhanced condition was more
helpful for L2 learners (e.g. making collocations salient in text using bold font). The authors
argued that "This certainly suggests the benefits of making formulaic language more salient in
texts for L2 learners through typographical enhancement" (p. 151). Thus, publishers of L2
curricula should adopt the enhanced learning condition when designing L2 textbooks and make
formulaic sequences salient in texts.
Similarly, Alali and Schmitt (2012) also stressed the importance of explicit learning as
they found that using the same methods for teaching vocabulary (isolated words) when teaching
idioms can be effective. I believe this seems logical because idioms reflect one single choice that
cannot be decomposed into its component words; otherwise its meaning would be different.
However, Alali and Schmitt (2012) made an additional contribution as they found that revising
idioms through writing helped learners to learn new idioms. Thus, writing can increase the
learning of some types of formulaic sequence.
In the same vein, Wood (2009) found that speaking fluency can increase remarkably
when formulaic sequences are learnt explicitly. Specifically, he investigated how the direct
instruction of formulaic sequences can enhance the fluency and learning of formulaic sequences
spoken by a female Japanese ESL learner. Initially, the learner was asked to talk about a topic of
interest which was recorded to measure her disfluency. She then took part in workshops (six
workshops) to increase her fluency of speaking by listening to some models of native speakers
telling stories and then analyzed their fluency aspects with her instructor. Most importantly, the
participant was instructed to memorize verbatim some key formulaic sequences within the
workshops. Finally, after the workshops, she was asked to produce a speech to measure her
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fluency. Strikingly, her improvement in speaking fluency was very noticeable and many
formulaic sequences were evident in her speech that she had learned whilst attending the
workshops (Table 4).

Table 4: The participant’s performance before and after the workshops
Formulas used by the participant

Speech 1

Speech 2

Formulaic sequences the participant used

18

52

Formulaic sequences taken from native
speakers’ models

2

18

The following table (5) clarifies the formulaic sequences the participant used before and
after the sessions. It clearly reveals the effect of the native speaking models, as well as showing
how autonomous the learner became in that she began to figure out formulaic sequences not
presented by the native speakers. If ELT curricula applied the same method of teaching
formulaic sequences, this would dramatically help L2 learners.

Table 5: The formulas used by the participant before and after the sessions. The formulas taken
from the native speakers’ models are in italics.
Sample 1

Sample 2

Temporal marking And then, for more than when I was a little girl, every summer,
two hours, the end of
it took about ten minutes, almost every
this year
day (2), in the daytime, in the night-time,
stayed up late, still now, until I graduate,
every summer, in summer, every
day, until very late, after my grandma
died, two years ago
Quantity
marking

Most of them, almost
all, almost the all

a lot of, lots of (2), tons of (2), a lot, most
of us, some of them, almost all

Cause and effect

that’s why (3)

Comparison and
contrast

in some ways very much the same (8 syllables),
the same things

Other

Her name is

kind of, by the way, things like that, one
of my cousins, kept talking, would go
swimming, of course,
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Unlike Wood (2009), Wray (2004) wanted to measure the extent to which a retired
female economics teacher (Margaret) could learn the Welsh language without instruction, a
method of implicit learning. The level of Welsh known by the participant was limited to a few
phrases picked up from friends. Wray is notable for being one of the researchers to have worked
on formulaic language for a long time, and she was able to implement some of her knowledge in
conjunction with formulaic language. Her primary aim was to integrate formulaic sequences into
the major input for the participant.
Margaret received the Welsh input primarily from a TV program called "Welsh in a
Week." The program aimed to enable people with an interest in Welsh to learn the language, and
the input in the program was presented through the medium of English. The Welsh input was
predominantly built upon formulaic sequences. The role of the researcher was to enhance
Margaret’s learning by providing her with materials that supplemented the TV program. Wray
therefore ensured that the formulaic sequences were enhanced and noticed through these
supplementary materials.
One of the most striking results was the extent to which Margaret memorized and
produced formulaic sequences that were presented to her. For instance, in one of the phases, she
could produce fifty out of sixty-five targeted formulaic sequences, 79% were correct. Given
these findings, Wray suggested that formulaic sequences could be presented holistically to L2
learners without any formal analysis. Most importantly, a Welsh language learner, after a
limited period of exposure to the Welsh language, could deliver a comprehensible message to
native speakers about a topic covered when learning Welsh. Another significant finding
concerned Margaret’s ability to remember efficiently in the long term because she retained much
of what she had learned for up to nine months. Wray asserted that “The data from the study is
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very rich, and no single paper can do it full justice” (p. 255). This suggests that, to help L2
learners master the second language, ELT curricula should utilize corpora and rely more heavily
on natural language, as well as minimizing the role of grammatical rules in such textbooks.
In conclusion, the previous studies share one fundamental issue in common; L2 input
appeared to be more similar to the native speaker’s selection of language use. Therefore, ELT
curricula publishers should incorporate formulaic sequences into such curricula and should
implement activities that stimulate students to use targeted formulaic sequences. In this respect
the activities that Wood (2010) used, the techniques adopted by Wray (2004), and the explicit
method of classroom teaching used in other studies, would all assist in producing a more
sophisticated mastery of L2 if they were integrated into ELT textbooks.
Classifying the Functions of Formulaic Sequences
This section comprises three major parts. The first part explains one of the most
commonly used taxonomies in classifying the functions of formulaic sequences, which was
developed by Biber et al., (2004). The second part then elucidates the modifications implemented
by Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) to Biber et al.,’s model. Their revised model lays the
groundwork for the Academic Formulas List (AFL). In the final part, I will provide some details
about the AFL and similar lists found in the literature and will then explain why I think the AFL
is one of the best lists available.
Biber, Conrad, and Cortes (2004). Biber et al., (2004) wanted to develop a functional
taxonomy for multi-word expressions and to demonstrate the degree to which functions of multiword expressions vary in each register. Using an inductive approach, i.e., classifying formulas
that appear to serve the same purpose (function), Biber et al., (2004) were able to develop this
taxonomy. However, classifying expressions in this way is easier said than done. Biber et al.,
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(2004) explained that sometimes even single expressions can serve diversified functions. For
instance, “take a look at” and “let’s have a look,” they both function as either directives or topic
introducers. Therefore, a phrase and function cannot have a fixed relationship because the
function of a phrase might change from one context to another. The phrase thank you very much,
for example, might function to show politeness, or it might deliver an entirely different message
such as anger when the phrase is used sarcastically, such as when someone reveals your deepest
secret and you say thank you very much. It is important to note that variability of function is not
solely associated with contexts, but even applied linguists might sometimes exhibit disagreement
regarding the functions of some expressions (Biber et al., 2004; Wray & Perkins, 2000).
Ultimately, the taxonomy of Biber et al. (2004) comprised three primary categories: (1)
stance expressions, (2) discourse organizers, and (3) referential expressions. Stance formulas
“express attitudes or assessments of certainty” (p. 384). Discourse organizers play an important
role in dovetailing linguistic units together and achieving smooth transitions between articulated
or written ideas. Referential formulas point out “direct reference to physical or abstract entities,
or the textual context itself, either to identify entity or to signal out some particular attribute of
the entity as especially important” (p. 384). Each category contains several subcategories that are
concerned with the meaning or functions of formulaic sequences. Table (6) presents further
details about all the categories and subcategories along with some examples.

Table 6: The table presents the functional framework of Biber et al., (2004).
ــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ
I. STANCE EXPRESSIONS
A. Epistemic stance
Personal:
I don’t know if
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I don’t know how
I think it was
well I don’t know
Impersonal:
are more likely
the fact that
B. Attitudinal/modality stance
B1) desire
Personal:
if you want to
I don’t want to
do you want to a
B2) obligation/directive
Personal:
I want you to
you don’t have to
you don’t want to
you have to be
you look at the
B3) Intention/prediction
Personal:
I’m not going to
we’re going to do
are we going to
Impersonal:
it’s going to be
is going to be
going to be the
B4) ability
Personal:
to be able to
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to come up with
Impersonal:
can be used to
it is possible to
______________________________________________________________________________
II. DISCOURSE ORGANIZERS
A. Topic introduction/focus
what do you think
if you look at
take a look at
if you have a
I want to do
B. Topic elaboration/clarification
has to do with
nothing to do with
on the other hand
as well as the
______________________________________________________________________________
III. REFERENTIAL EXPRESSIONS
A. Identification/focus
that’s one of the
is one of the
one of the most
B. Imprecision
or something like that
and stuff like that
and things like that
C. Specification of attributes
C1) Quantity specification
there’s a lot
the rest of the
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a little bit of
C2) Tangible framing attributes
the size of the
in the form of
C3) Intangible framing attributes
the nature of the
in the case of the
in terms of
as a result of
D. Time/place/text/ reference
D1) Place reference
the United States and
in the United States
D2) Time reference
at the same time
at the time of
D3) Text deixis
shown in the figure N
as shown in figure
D4) Multi-functional reference
the end of the
the beginning of the
the top of the
at the end of
in the middle of
______________________________________________________________________________
IV. SPECIAL CONVERSATIONAL FUNCTIONS
A. Politeness
thank you very much
B. Simple inquiry
what are you doing
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C. Reporting
I said to him/her
______________________________________________________________________________

It is remarkable that Biber et al.,’s (2004) framework reconciles with written and spoken
formulaic sequences. This means this framework can accommodate ELT curricula that include
both written and spoken language. Moreover, the framework can also highlight the most
common functions found in some registers. For instance, referential formulas are common in
ELT textbooks, e.g. at the end of; however, including even more referential phrases in textbooks
seems logical, especially in ELT textbooks as Wood (2010) reported that instructional phrases
prevail in such textbooks.
Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010). Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’s framework does not differ
from Biber et al., (2004) in any significant sense. It merely adds some modifications to
encompass some of the pragmatic functions of formulaic sequences. The authors thus
incorporated the following changes (Table 7).
For the stance expressions group, they argued that two subcategories should be created.
They advocated that several formulas serve two primary functions that are not mentioned in
Biber et al.,’s (2004) taxonomy: hedges and boosters, and evaluation. Moreover, they condensed
two subcategories in Biber et al.,’s taxonomy (desire and intention/prediction) into one:
volition/intention. Their argument for this change was that, when pondering their AFL
(Academic Formulas List), they noted that the two functions did not exhibit sufficiently
distinctive discourse functions; joining them into one category was therefore more practical.
More modifications were made to the discourse organizers group where Simpson-Vlach
and Ellis introduced three new subcategories: (a) metadiscourse and textual reference
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expressions, (b) cause and effect expressions, which I believe are very common in ELT
textbooks, and (c) discourse markers.
In the referential expressions group, Simpson-Vlach and Ellis added one subcategory,
contrast and comparison, because this function is common in EAP (English for Academic
Purpose) textbooks. Indeed, they identified over 20 formulas for such functions in their AFL
(Academic Formulas List), which is elaborated below.
Simpson-Vlach and Ellis therefore expanded Biber et al.’s (2004) framework so that it
included more of the diversified functions of formulaic sequences. The partial disagreement
between the Simpson-Vlach and Biber et al., taxonomies reveals and summarizes the disparate
points of view among researchers. Their disagreement is a result of several factors, including but
not limited to: defining formulaic sequences, the discourse functions carried by the formulas,
corpus size, and register. Simpson-Vlach, however, explained the different points of view
between themselves and Biber et al., asserting the role that corpus size plays in impacting each
set of researchers’ assessment. They argued that
Our functional classification is thus considerably more extensive than Biber et al.’s; we
suspect that this may be due primarily to the fact that there are close to 500 formulas in
this portion of the AFL, compared with fewer than 150 phrases included in their list of
the most common lexical bundles. (p. 503)
It is true that the two taxonomies differed because of the corpus size, however the authors
ignored the role of register and of criteria followed in each taxonomy. Because the two
taxonomies used different corpora, it is not possible to claim that the repetitiveness of the register
was equally the same in both corpora. For instance, the formulas in Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’ list
is partially based on the EAP register, whereas Biber et al.’s were based on different types of
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register. Furthermore, Simpson-Vlach and Ellis aimed to produce a list (AFL) to help L2 learners
in academia, so they used both qualitative and quantitative criteria. Biber and his colleagues, on
the other hand, simply wanted to investigate which expressions are used in academia, so they
only identified four-word units with a cutoff frequency of 40 occurrences per one million words.

Table 7: The modifications suggested by Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) on Biber et al., (2004)
taxonomy
Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’s changes to
New subcategory
Collapsing
Biber et al.,’s taxonomy categories
subcategory
Stance expressions.
a- hedges and boosters.
violation/intention
b- evaluation
replaced
a- desire.
bintention/prediction
Discourse organizers expressions.
a- metadiscourse and
textual reference.
b- cause and effect.
c- discourse markers.
Referential expressions.
a- contrast and
comparison.

Academic Lists of Formulaic Sequences. Learning and teaching English as a second
language to help learners master L2 has received a great deal of attention over the years. For
decades, the tremendous effort involved in teaching and learning L2 has translated in part into
wordlists such as Service List (West & West, 1953) and Academic Word List (AWL) (Coxhead,
2000). Irrespective of the importance of formulaic sequences in the lexicon, in pedagogic
materials such as ESL/EFL curricula, syllabi, and even tests, formulaic sequences have not been
sufficiently employed in learning and teaching L2 (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012). In fact, there
has been a remarkable shortage of formulaic sequences included in ELT textbooks (Chen, 2010;
Koprowski, 2005; Wood, 2010a). Close scrutiny of several studies on the inclusion of formulaic
sequences in ELT curricula has highlighted the lack of a theoretical basis for selecting formulaic
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sequences in ELT textbooks (e.g. Chen, 2010; Koprowski, 2005; Wood, 2010). One way to aid
the inclusion of formulaic sequences into L2 learners’ language repertoire is to use lists of multiword expressions. Therefore, like the Academic Word List (AWL), two lists have now been
developed to assist English language learners: (1) A Phrasal Expressions List (Martinez &
Schmitt, 2012), and (2) Academic Formulas List (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010).
Phrasal Expressions List. Martinez and Schmitt (2012) constructed the Phrasal
Expressions List (PHRASE List) based on criteria that revolved around: high frequency,
meaningfulness, and non-compositionality. They first included in their list expressions that are
frequently used by language users. Second, they made sure that the list was meaningful to
English language learners. Finally, they eliminated compositional expressions such as at all
times and added non-compositional expressions such as at all (Figure 2).
Academic Formulas List. The Academic Formulas List (AFL) is probably the best list
of formulaic sequences available. The list relies on Academic English for both written and
spoken discourse (Table 8). For the present study, this list provides a great deal of help for EFL
learners especially as they usually do not have enough access to the spoken language in their
environment (Milton & Fitzpatrick, 2013). The authors followed rigid qualitative and
quantitative criteria to create the list, stating that “we present a method for deriving a list of
formulaic expressions that uses an innovative combination of quantitative and qualitative criteria,
corpus statistics and linguistic analyses, psycholinguistic processing metrics, and instructor
insights” (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010, p. 490). In addition, it is important to recognize that
three experiments comparing native and native speakers (for review: Ellis et al., 2008)
comprised the basis for AFL.
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The AFL implemented the lowest cutoff frequency used in the literature to identify
formulaic sequences. The researchers detected formulaic sequences with 10 occurrences per one
million words. By adopting a less- rigorous cutoff frequency, the researchers intended to capture
a plethora of formulas within the range of three to five words. They intentionally excluded twoword collocations because they were so dominant. Inevitably, such a frequency charted a very
extensive quantity of multi-word sequences, including an enormous number of non-formulaic
sequences (check Table 2). Thus, the researchers applied the cohesiveness measurement, mutual
information (MI), to eliminate free combinations of words that do not construct formulaic
sequences.
The researchers developed an innovative measure called formula teaching worth (FTW).
To do this they surveyed 20 experienced EAP instructors and language testers at the English
Language Institute of the University of Michigan to rate the formulas found using exclusively
quantitative measurements. The instructors and language testers rated the formulas based on
three factors: (a) whether the phrase constitutes a formulaic expression, (b) whether the phrase
has a cohesive meaning or function, and (c) whether the phrase was worth teaching as “bona fide
phrase or expressions.” After surveying the teachers and enabling them to qualify the formulas
obtained from purely statistical measurements, the authors then quantified the qualitative
judgements made by the teachers. This increased the reliability and validity of instructors’
judgments and ensured the best teaching expressions were selected.
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Table 8: The table compares the corpora used for AFL.
Academic speech
Discipline
Humanities and Arts
Social Sciences
Biological Sciences
Physical Sciences
Non-departmental/other
Total

Word count
559,912
710,007
357,884
363,203
159,592
2,153,770

Academic writing
Discipline
Humanities and Arts
Social Sciences
Natural Sciences/Medicine
Technology and Engineering

Word count
360,520
893,925
513,586
349,838

Total

2,117,869

Studies Conducted on Textbooks to Test Formulaic Sequences
As is the case across different fields, formulaic sequences are described using different
terminology in different textbooks and studies. For instance, lexical phrases (Koprowski, 2005),
lexical clusters (Wood, 2010a), lexical bundles (Biber et al., 2004; Chen, 2010), formulaic
sequences (Hsu, 2014, 2015; Miao, 2014; Ylisirniö, 2012) have all been used while other studies
used the term collocations because their focus lay exclusively on two-word units (Wang & Good,
2007).
Koprowski (2005). Koprowski (2005) conducted a study on three contemporary ELT
(English Language Teaching) Textbooks to explore the distribution and usefulness of the lexical
phrases found in the textbooks. Koprowski (2005) discerned several types of multi-word lexical
items: collocations (e.g. make money), compounds (e.g. shopping mall), idioms (e.g. no matter
how you slice it), phrasal verbs (e.g. work out), binomials (e.g. fish and chips), fixed expressions
(e.g. there is no point), and semi-fixed expressions (e.g. It’s …….than I thought).
Due to the arbitrariness of formulaic sequences embodied in ELT curriculums
(Koprowski, 2005), only seven out of 822 lexical phrases were commonly used in any of the
three textbooks. Moreover, not a single phrase was shared among the three textbooks.
Koprowski suggested this was because curriculum designers do not really include formulaic
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sequences in books based on their usefulness, but on theme, topic, and structure. Thus, the
selection of formulaic sequences “appears to be unscientific, largely grounded on personal
discretion and intuition of writers” (p. 330). These findings partially address Wray’s question
(2000) concerning the source of the nonnative use of language and from where L2 speakers
construct their production of language.
Wood (2010). Like Koprowski (2005), Wood (2010a) selected six commercially
available textbooks published within the past few years by major publishers. However, unlike
Koprowski (2005), Wood addressed two specific research questions. First, he explored whether
the readings passages contained lexical clusters used in academia. Second, he explored whether
lexical clusters in reading passages enhance learners’ attention or go unnoticed.
Wood also separated the corpus data of the textbooks into two subcorpora: a) data from
reading texts (textual subcorpora), and b) data from instructional language such as exercises and
activities. This division is critical because the repetition of instructional language is predicted to
be much higher and this should result in a higher frequency of instructional language. In
addition, Wood employed Hyland taxonomy (2008) to classify the functions of lexical clusters.
It was striking that, like Koprowski (2005), the results obtained by Wood (2010) cast
doubt on the usefulness of formulaic sequences contained in curricula. For instance, Wood
noticed that 32% of the total corpus was constructed from the textual subcorpus. In contrast, the
instructional subcorpora formed 68% of the entire corpus. Furthermore, the 40 most frequent
clusters in the whole corpus belonged to the instructional subcorpora. A marginal finding also
mentioned by Wood was that clusters which were frequent could be recognized without
reference to context. I think this relates to the transparency and opaqueness of formulaic
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sequences. Such a finding supports the work of Martinez and Schmitt (2012) who believed
learners need a list of formulaic sequences that are not too transparent.
Wood (2010) affirmed that if the number of encounters (exposures) to formulaic
sequences by learners really matters, as claimed by Ellis et al., (2008), then learners should be
expected to learn the instructional language first.
Chen (2010). This study provides ample evidence of the lack of usefulness of formulaic
sequences discussed previously by Koprowski (2005) and Wood (2010). This is because Chen
compared lexical bundles taught in ESP (English for Specific Purposes) textbooks with lexical
bundles found in two introductory Electrical Engineering (EE) textbooks. Chen’s purpose was to
compare and contrast the lexical bundles in ESP textbooks with those in EE textbooks. He also
compared the pragmatic functions of the lexical bundles found in each type of textbook.
Like Wood (2010), Chen (2010) extracted four-word lexical bundles only using
WordSmith software but, unlike Wood (2010), Chen adapted Biber et al.’s (2004) taxonomy to
classify the pragmatic functions of lexical bundles. Validity and reliability were enhanced by
consulting two applied linguistic professors to finalize the decisions regarding the pragmatic
functions of formulaic sequences.
The EE textbooks included 105 bundles while there was a lower number in the ESP
textbook. Chen (2010) reported that only one-third of all lexical bundles existed in both corpora,
i.e., the ESP textbook and the EE textbooks, aside from any variations in pragmatic function in
both corpora.
Biber, Conrad, and Cortes (2004). This study scrutinized lexical bundles in academic
discourse using corpora that included textual data on university classroom registers, e.g.
classroom teaching, study groups, on-campus service encounters. It also encompassed textbooks
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associated with six major disciplines (Business, Education, Humanities, Natural Sciences, and
Social Sciences).
Due to the vast corpora (1,248,800 words for classroom teaching, and 760,600 words for
textbooks), Biber et al., identified four-word sequences by adhering to a cutoff of 40 occurrence
per million words. This is the most restricted cutoff used in the identification of formulaic
sequences (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010).
One of the most striking findings, irrespective of the high cutoff, was that the authors
only determined 27 lexical clusters in the textbooks corpus. I believe this is partially caused by
the higher cutoff used and the limitation on the size of the textbooks corpora. The authors
argued that “textbooks author do not incorporate more lexical bundles in their writing” (2004, p.
383). Another finding of note was that referential lexical bundles such as at the end of are more
common in textbooks.
Biber et al., (2004) supported the findings of previous studies such as that conducted by
Koprowski (2005) who commented that authors’ choices of formulaic sequences in ELT
textbooks are arbitrary and are neither sufficient nor helpful for learners. In the same vein,
Wood (2010) found that lexical clusters in textual data in EAP textbooks are sparse and are not
provided with sufficient frequency. Chen (2010) then demonstrated the shortage and
inconsistency between ESP and content textbooks, e.g., Electrical Engineering. Finally, Biber et
al., (2004) manifested a lack of lexical bundles in academic textbooks.
English Language Curriculum
The word curriculum is a comprehensive and inclusive word that goes beyond the
textbooks; however, in the present study, I do not aim to scrutinize the meaning and elements of
the curriculum. Henceforth, the word curriculum in this study chiefly refers to textbooks,
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materials and aids, or other resources used in teaching L2. The textbook performs a critical role
for language learners, especially in an EFL context because learners do not usually have access
to L2 language outside the classroom. A question should therefore be raised about the design of
an English language curriculum. To what extent do the curricula consider the importance of
formulaic sequences as the main component of language? Moreover, to what extent do textbook
designers/publishers take formulaic sequences into consideration and on what principles are
English language curriculums built?
Historically, Richards and Rodgers (2012) identified four types of materials and curricula
that rely on the lexical approach. The first type included a full package that includes texts, tapes,
teachers’ manuals, and so on, an example of which is Collins COBUILD English Course (J.
Willis & Willis, 1988). The materials in this package were built on frequency-based lexical
items (words or formulaic sequences) contained in both spoken and written discourse. The
second type comprises collections of vocabulary activities such as the implementing lexical
approach of Lewis and Gough (1997). The third type consists of printouts of corpus-based lexis
and word combinations. The fourth type comprises computerized programs for teaching/learning
word combinations.
The idea of building a curriculum based on formulaic sequences goes beyond
incorporating the multi-word units and using corpora. It is related more to the theoretical aspects
of the way in which language is learned/acquired, and the theory of how the language is
structured. For instance, Bybee (2008, 2010), Wray (2005), Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992),
and other researchers showed how prefabs are fluency units of language and that the more the
learner becomes familiar with these units the more s/he masters the language. Prefabs are to be
learned primarily through exposure, so the priority of grammatical rules should be diminished in
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second language learning. Subsequently, this should be taken into consideration when building
curricula for L2 learning to resemble the natural way of learning L2 outside the classroom.
Therefore, formulaic sequences are only the blocks of language while the curriculum
provides the techniques and strategies needed to employ those formulaic sequences and make
them the central feature of language learning. This kind of curriculum has not yet been designed.
Consequently, the theoretical significance of formulaic sequences is understood, yet the
implications for L2 learning lags behind. In accordance with this view, Martinez and Schmitt
(2012) stated that
Given the importance of formulaic language, it can be argued that it needs to be part of
language syllabuses. Moreover, it would naturally have a prominent place in language
teaching textbooks and materials, as well as tests of language achievement and
proficiency. Unfortunately, this is generally not the case. (p. 301).
Due to the lack of such a component, AFL has been created (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis,
2010). Simpson-Vlach and Ellis argued that “Our primary aim in this research is to create a
pedagogically useful list of formulaic sequences for academic speech and writing” (p. 490).
Unfortunately, prioritizing the inclusion of formulaic language in textbooks is still arbitrary
(Martinez & Schmitt, 2012). Marinez and Schmitt (2012) believed their Phrasal Expression List
could bridge this gap and reduce the deficiency found in textbooks.
English Language in Saudi Arabia
Understanding the background to the educational system in Saudi Arabia is critical in
establishing the importance of the present study. Before elaborating on this system, it is
important to note that there are currently several proposals and/or changes to be made regarding
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certain issues related to the educational system, therefore the description here relates to the
current situation.
Education in Saudi Arabia is free for all residents, while a university education is free
only for Saudis, although some scholarships are provided for non-Saudis. By 6- to 7-years old,
Saudi learners usually proceed through the following four essential stages of education. The first
stage is that of primary school and this lasts for six years (from the first to six grades). In the
second stage, the learners undergo three years of intermediate school; this is followed by the
third stage, secondary school, which also lasts for three years. The final stage is that of
university education, which usually lasts from 4 to 7 years depending on the major.
Throughout the first three stages, primary; intermediate; and secondary stages, the Arabic
language is the medium of instruction except in international schools and a few private schools.
It is important to note that education in Saudi Arabia still takes place in a system of gendersegregation, so there are schools and universities designated for males and females throughout all
educational stages. There is also a requirement for male students to have male instructors and
female students to have female instructors; however, there may be a few exceptions to this at
university level. This means that it could be possible in some cases for a male instructor to teach
on the female campus; however, this does not happen face-to-face but through video
conferencing.
English is a foreign language in Saudi Arabia. The English language in Saudi Arabia
was the only foreign language officially considered in the Saudi education system until very
recently, as Chinese was officially introduced in 2019. Another foreign language will soon be
integrated into the Saudi educational system, although it is still unclear how this will be
achieved. Irrespective of the status of the Chinese language, English in Saudi Arabia is still
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considered a foreign language (English as a Foreign Language- EFL) (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015;
Al-Seghayer, 2015). This means that EFL is not primarily used outside educational institutions,
nor is it used in any official way. Nevertheless, English tends to be practiced noticeably among
healthcare employees, albeit not when communicating with patients.
Because the education system primarily uses Arabic as a medium of instruction in the
first three school stages, English is taught at school as a compulsory subject (Alrashidi & Phan,
2015; Al-Seghayer, 2015). Currently, such teaching starts at grade four of the primary level,
although some proposals have called for it to be taught from as early as the first grade in the
future. English was eventually given high status by the Saudi Ministry of Education (Alrashidi &
Phan, 2015, p. 201; Al-Seghayer, 2015).
In terms of the time devoted to English learning, Saudi students initially receive minimal
exposure to English as a subject. For example, students in the primary stage (from 4th grade to
6th grade) are taught for two 45-minute sessions a week, while intermediate and secondary
students are taught for four 45-minute sessions a week (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015). It is also
important to note what is being taught in public schools. For instance, according to Al-Seghayer
(2015):
… most [English] teaching is either text- or teacher-centered, with the students’ active
participation being limited to parrot-like repetition of chunks of text from a set of books
read aloud by the teacher. Furthermore, classroom activities are broken down as follows:
grammar (32%), translation (30%), reading (17%), writing (12%), and speaking (9%). (p.
90)
Therefore, Al-Seghayer’s conclusion (2015) explained that 62% of time is devoted to knowing
about the language rather than using it. Specifically, the focus is on the structure of English
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through a study of grammar (32%) and translation (30%). This leaves only 38% of time for the
use of English (writing 12%, reading 17%, and speaking 9%). That is, time allocated for
speaking, in particular, is severely limited. Students in Saudi context need more exposure to
speaking in particular because English is not generally used outside the classroom.
Importantly, these percentages only described the time allocated in schools for teaching
English, which is already minimal (two 45-minute sessions for primary stage, and four 45minute sessions for intermediate and secondary stages), and exclusively described the Saudi
context, which is an EFL context. This means that Saudi students do not have access to English
outside the classroom, nor do they have a high level of access inside classrooms in public
schools. Moreover, most students are required to pursue their academic studies at universities
where, for many disciplines, English is the medium of instruction. The question then arises as to
how they achieve this without mastering English?
Regardless of the time and number of years devoted to teaching English in public schools
(from 4th grade of primary school until the end of secondary school), Saudi students by and large
demonstrate a low level of English proficiency after graduating from secondary school (Alrashidi
& Phan, 2015, p. 201; Al-Seghayer, 2015). Alrashidi and Phan (2015) explicitly expressed the
concerns of the Saudi government regarding this issue, asserting that “In recent years, serious
concerns have been expressed by the Saudi Arabian government and educationists about the low
level of achievement in English among students in schools and universities” (p. 38). This means
that, after nine years of studying English in public schools, numerous Saudi students
unfortunately start their university studies with a low level of proficiency in English.
To address this issue, several Saudi universities have initiated the implementation of
Preparatory Year Programs (PYPs) at university level to bridge the gap and develop learners’
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proficiency in English. As Al-Seghayer (2015, p. 89) noted, “Even students who are not English
majors are required to take an introductory English course. Most university departments use
English as a medium of instruction in areas [such as] science, medicine, engineering, allied
health, and other technical subjects”. Consequently, many Saudi universities have now
addressed the need to enhance learners’ use of the English language within the PYP. By way of
illustration, three prominent Saudi universities (King Abdulaziz University, King Saud
University, and Princess Nourah bint Abdulrahman University) 2 have now explicitly stated that
1F

one of the goals of the PYP is to develop the use of the English language among their students.
English textbooks in Saudi Arabia. The very last thing Saudi students need is to have a
low-quality English curriculum because they already live in an EFL context and do not have
sufficient exposure to English through teaching. In public schools, the textbook used to teach
English is assigned from and distributed by the Saudi Ministry of Education and issued across
the entire country. This means that rural and urban areas are exposed to the same textbooks,
albeit with a few changes made to address male or female students (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015; AlSeghayer, 2015). However, at college level, a commercial series of textbooks are used at
universities. The selection of one textbook over another depends entirely on each college or
even each department. For instance, within the space of three years, I myself taught four
different series of English curriculums at the same university: Headway, Interchange, Unlimited
English, and Skillful, while I studied Interactions, also at the same university.
Due to the important role the textbook plays in an EFL context, especially the Saudi
context, and the significance of formulaic sequences for language learning, it is crucial to select
the right textbook for students. For instance, Al-Seghayer (2015) noted that only 9% of time

2

Links to each university’s page are hyperlinked under the name of the university.
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spent learning English in schools is devoted to speaking. Milton and Fitzpatrick (2013) and
Wray (2000) also pointed out that learners in EFL contexts are mostly exposed to English in a
classroom setting. Consequently, Saudi learners might not be able to recognize several spoken
formulas because they do not hear them outside the classroom. Textbooks therefore play a
critical role in this crucial aspect of learning because they reinforce the use of academic English
which most students will probably need to pursue their academic studies in university.
The textbooks used to teach Saudi English need to meet special criteria when they are
selected for teaching. This is because the EFL environment and the classroom setting provide
very little in terms of developing English. To clarify, English is used minimally in an EFL
environment whereas the classroom setting mostly focuses on language structures (Al-seghayer,
2015). Therefore, the present study investigated an ELT textbook that is used to teach students
at a PYP in a famous Saudi university; specifically, it is designed to help them master academic
English so that they can pursue academic life. An exploration of the textbook therefore aimed to
examine the extent to which it provides high utility academic formulas (spoken and written) to
the students.
The project of the present study. Several candidate textbooks are available and can be
extensively investigated in terms of the distribution of formulaic sequences. Selecting only one
textbook was a difficult task. To maximize the benefits of the current study, I therefore
implemented a set of selection criteria. First, it was important to focus on a textbook that has
recently been published, i.e. no more than seven years ago (Wood, 2010a). Second, the selected
textbook must state clearly that corpus linguistics has been used in its design as previous studies
have ignored this criterion (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Chen, 2010; Koprowski, 2005; Wood, 2010).
I also wanted a textbook that was suitable for a more advanced level, such as intermediate level
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during the PYP because low-level textbooks do not usually provide sufficient linguistic data. To
diminish the possibility of ending up with a textbook that would be of little help, I was obliged to
puzzle over the content and make a qualitative judgment as to whether it would be suitable. The
textbook that was selected on the basis of these criteria was English Unlimited for intermediate
level (Rea et al., 2015).
The current study aimed to examine the academic formulaic English that was
incorporated into the textbook through exploration of the most frequent formulas and through a
comparison with the AFL. Another goal was to bridge the gap between deciding which
textbooks should be taught in college and how to select a textbook based on the inclusion of
academic formulas. Using a corpus, which many published ELT textbooks claim they do, is not
a sufficient reason to use such textbooks. To address this issue, I scrutinized the existence of
academic formulas in a textbook published in 2015 that has been slightly modified for a Saudi
context. The publisher of the textbook stated clearly that they employed the Cambridge Learner
Corpus. Therefore, to achieve the goals of this study, I devised the following research questions:
1. What are the most frequently occurring formulas in the chosen textbook?
2. How are the formulas in the textbook similar to or different from the ones in the Academic
Formulas List (AFL)?
3- What are the pragmatic functions of the formulas in the textbook?
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Introduction and Overview
It is evident that most of one’s language consists of formulaic sequences 3 (Erman &
2F

Warren, 2000; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Schmitt, 2004; Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 2005), so integrating
formulaic language in L2 curricula becomes highly prioritized (Koprowski, 2005; Martinez &
Schmitt, 2012; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Wood, 2010a). One purpose of this study was to
determine the extent to which formulaic language existed in a college-level English textbook in
Saudi Arabia. The textbook was English Unlimited for intermediate level (Rea et al., 2015).
The study also aimed to investigate whether the textbook’s formulas are similar to or different
from the Academic Formulas List (AFL) created by Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010). The AFL
includes most useful formulas used in written and spoken language in academia. Lastly, the
study strived to examine the pragmatic functions of the formulas that existed in the textbook.
Classifying the pragmatic functions can do much to help L2 learners and instructors (SimpsonVlach & Ellis, 2010), i.e., learning formulas with their functions in discourse can aid learners to
use them appropriately.
Broadly speaking, a textbook in the EFL context provides a significant source of L2
language for second language speakers (Wray, 2005) because EFL learners do not usually have
access to L2 in their environment. This is especially true in the context of Saudi Arabia
(Alrashidi & Phan, 2015; Al-Seghayer, 2015). Therefore, exploring the formulas included or
excluded in a college-level English textbook, which was assumed to prepare the textbook users
to use academic English, that is taught in Saudi Arabia can help textbook designers, educators,

3

Formulaic sequences include a wide range of multi-word expressions, this study exclusively explored 3-, 4-, and 5word formulas.
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and L2 instructors consider any potential drawbacks in the textbook. As a result, this study
addressed three main research questions:
1. What are the most frequently occurring formulas in the chosen textbook?
2. How are the formulas in the textbook similar to or different from the ones in the
Academic Formulas List (AFL)?
3. What are the pragmatic functions of the formulas in the chosen textbook?
This chapter describes the study research methodology and discusses the following areas:
(a) rationale for research approach, (b) the research sample, (c) overview of information needed,
(d) methods of data collection, (e) range of formulas under investigation, (f) reliability and
validity, and (g) limitation of the study.
Rationale for Research Approach (Corpus Approach)
First, it is necessary to explain the approaches that were implemented in this study, and
the justification for these approaches. In fact, this study has fundamentally applied the major
two corpus approaches: the corpus-based approach and the corpus-driven approach (Biber et al.,
1998). The first research question focused on identifying the most frequently occurring
formulaic sequences in the chosen textbook. Thus, it is in accord with the corpus-driven
approach. That is, I searched the textbook without any prior assumptions. In turn, I identified all
three, four, and five wordstrings in the textbook, and I applied the cutoff frequency of three
tokens. So, any wordstring that appeared three times was detected. It can be noted that in the
corpus-driven approach, the researcher lets the data speak for itself, i.e., I observed the data to
understand what is there.
On the other hand, the second research question was to compare and contrast all formulas
identified in the textbook with the AFL. Subsequently, the corpus-based approach was used. I
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individually examined each formula in the AFL and checked if it existed in the textbook. This is
considered a corpus-based approach because I set in advance a number of formulas, which are
the formulas of AFL, and checked their availability in the textbook. Therefore, I sought specific
data.
The reason for this approach. Corpus analysis is an independent approach that
examines language uses, structures, and functions. In other words, corpus is employed as a tool
to test a variety of aspects in language (Reppen, 2010). This distinctive approach depends on an
overmuch quantity of texts to find out diversified language uses such as vocabulary and grammar
relationships, multi-word units and registers relationships, written and spoken linguistic
similarities and differences, to mention but a few. In fact, using the corpus approach can reflect
how language is used.
Therefore, the research questions of the present study could be best answered, in
particular, by employing corpus linguistic approaches. The corpus approaches, the corpus-driven
approach in particular, can help detect formulaic sequences in the chosen textbook (first research
question). Also, the use of corpus-based approach could help compare the AFL with the
textbook (second research questions). Moreover, through using corpus-based approach, the
pragmatic functions of formulas could be identified (third research question). Eventually, using
corpus approaches resulted in answering the research questions of the present study.
In addition, the corpus approaches for this specific study provided insights into the way
language was presented to students; textbook users. These were: how much exposure did the
textbook offer for formulas, what formulas were more frequent and what were less represented,
and to what extent were the formulas in academic registers presented in the textbook? By
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examining these aspects closely, it can be noted that corpus approaches were best suited to
answering the research questions.
The Research Sample
Brief background about college level English textbooks in Saudi Arabia. The
English language in Saudi Arabia is taught as a subject (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015; Al-Seghayer,
2015), this means, at the college level, there are textbooks for skills such as writing, reading,
speaking and listening and there are textbooks for general English that include all skills with
grammar and vocabulary. There is also English for Specific Purposes (ESP) that serves some
needs. This study solely focused on English textbook for academic purposes, i.e., textbooks that
focus on general English or skills. Of course, a huge variety of English textbooks are available
in Saudi Arabia for college level learners, and the selection for only one textbook for this
research, over the others had to follow strict procedures. Therefore, some criteria were needed to
select only one textbook from a wide variety of potential candidate textbooks.
Sampling procedures. The present study investigated a textbook used in Saudi Arabia,
i.e., in an EFL context. A number of candidate textbooks were used in different universities
and/or departments to teach EFL learners. To select one candidate textbook, the study followed
the procedures of purposeful sampling. The criteria for this study were as follows. First, similar
to Wood (2010a), the textbook selected must have been published within the last seven years to
make sure the textbook is not obsolete. Second, this study only looked at a textbook that was
constructed based on corpus, which means the publisher must state that clearly. This criterion is
significant because no previous similar studies have considered this criterion (e.g. Biber et al.,
1998; Chen, 2010; Koprowski, 2005; Wood, 2010a). Moreover, several ELT publishers
continue to advertise their textbooks claiming that their textbooks are corpus-based, without any
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detailed information. Presumably, if a textbook is corpus-based, then formulaic language should
construct a major part of the textbook, otherwise, their claim is not supported. Third, after
applying the first two criteria, a number of textbooks appeared to be a candidate, so the third
criterion came into play. I qualitatively and purposively decided on one textbook over the rest
based on: (a) richness of formulaic sequences in the textbook, and (b) learners’ level assigned for
this textbook, i.e., the more advanced is the level, the more it is preferred for this study because
the advanced level textbook should have more linguistic content.
Sample of the study. The sample of the study was English Unlimited for intermediate
level (Rea et al., 2015). The textbook was a commercial textbook designed by a well-regarded
publisher: Cambridge. The textbook is comprehensive, i.e., it includes all skills (listening,
speaking, writing, and reading). There are 14 units in the textbook, and each unit revolves around
a particular theme. For instance, the first unit is about Media around the world, the second is
titled Good communication. The textbook relies on Cambridge Learner Corpus.
The textbook was/is taught at the PYP for around 18000 male and female students at
King Abdelaziz University (KAU)4. According to Times Higher Education World University
Rankings (THE), KAU is currently the top leading university in the Arab World. Specifically,
KAU in 2019 ranked 201-250th in the world university rankings and 54th in the world impact
rankings5. At the same time, KAU rank at QS World University Rankings is 2316.
Overview of Information Needed
The information needed to answer the research questions was essentially textual
information and that came from the textbook under investigation. The textbook was considered
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https://eli.kau.edu.sa/Pages-Overview-er.aspx.
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/king-abdulaziz-university.
6
https://www.topuniversities.com/universities/king-abdulaziz-university-kau/undergrad.
5
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as a textbook-corpus in which all the textual data inside was investigated. It was notable that the
textbook presented two types of textual data. Firstly, the instructional language such as
exercises, activities, and directions. Secondly, the language that belonged to reading passages in
the textbook, listening input, and vocabulary sections. This division harmonizes with Wood
(2010a), too. All the same, I did not divide the textbook into two parts; one for exercises and
activities, and one for reading passages and listening input. Alternatively, I enquired into the
textbook-corpus as whole.
Methods of Data Collection
The data collection method for the present study was a software called AntConc 3.4.3w.
The software was designed to serve a corpus-driven approach, i.e., it can detect formulas with
the required number of words a formula might have, e.g., 3- or 5-word formula. In addition, the
software served the corpus-based approach by allowing for a search of a specific wordstring.
needed. The software can be freely downloaded from
(http://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/antconc/).
In order to enable the software searching the textbook as a corpus, I needed to firstly have
it in a PDF format, which was really complicated and difficult to obtain. After a long
communication with the publisher, they allowed me a PDF format for research purposes only.
Once I had it in PDF format, I converted the PDF format into .txt format by using
AntFileConverter64bit that can be freely downloaded from
(http://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/antfileconverter/). The reason for converting the PDF
into .txt was that when converting the PDF into .txt, it was only the textual information that was
converted. So, the images, diagrams and the like were not interfering in .txt format. Therefore,
the .txt format made the searching for formulas easier and practical.
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It is important to explain what the software exactly counted as an item. The software
identified each linguistic item as a token, so the linguistic tokens could be a word or letter. Thus,
there would be five tokens in a) write a short paragraph. The next section will shed light on the
procedures needed to identify formulas in the textbook.
Research Design and Procedures
This section will first present an overview of the data needed for all research questions.
Then, each research question will be elaborated in terms of the specific data needed for
answering that research question, the criteria applied when extracting the data, difficulties
encountered, and the detailed procedures for analyzing the data.
Data collection for all research questions. This study followed Wood (2010a), i.e., I
assumed that all linguistic components in the textbook were potential input for second language
(L2) learning. The textbook was considered the sole source of information for answering the
research questions. The research questions aimed to find answers for the most frequent
formulas, the similarities and differences between formulas of the textbook and the AFL, and
finally the formulas of the textbook were examined to explore their pragmatic functions through
applying the taxonomy of Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010).
Data for the first research question. The first research question was: What are the most
frequently occurring formulas in the chosen textbook? This study aimed to find formulas that
appeared at least three times in the textbook. This was the only criterion in the beginning of the
study, but I added some others that are elaborated below. Unlike most previous studies (e.g.
Biber, Conrad, & Cortes, 2004; Chen, 2010; Wood, 2010a) this study looked for formulas that
consisted of three, four, and five wordstrings. The goal of this range was to capture a wider
picture of the inclusion of the formulaic language. Two-word wordstrings were excluded
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because they might include a very high number of collocations (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010)
and compound nouns (Koprowski, 2005), whereas this study was not focusing on collocations or
compound nouns in particular. Also, formulas that consisted of more than five words are quite
rare (Biber et al., 2004), so they were excluded.
The cutoff frequency followed in previous studies ranged from 10 to 40 instances per one
million words (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). The cutoff frequency (three occurrences or
tokens) applied for this study was much less strict for four reasons. Firstly, the corpus size was
quite limited, so one textbook could not offer a considerable quantity of formulas. Secondly, if a
high frequency cutoff was applied in this limited textbook-corpus size then, many formulas
would go unnoticed. Thirdly, I considered this study an exploratory one, so the cutoff limit
needed to be low to enable me to have a more vivid picture of the representation of formulas in
the textbook. Finally, a major goal of this study was to investigate the extent to which the
textbook offered academic English, so low cutoff frequency helped provide a comprehensive
overview. Therefore, three instances of any formulas were sufficient to be identified, although
formulas that occurred less than three times were also taken into consideration in the second
research question.
Difficulties encountered and criteria modification. Technology cannot distinguish
between strings of words combined frequently, and formulaic language. While searching for
sequences of three, four, and five wordstrings, a methodological issue arose pertaining to
functional sequences like in the one that needed attention. Therefore, I reviewed all the identified
formulas, then excluded sequences that were basically group of words that occurred coincidently
next to each other.
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Additionally, other technical issues gave raise to criteria modification for extracting
formulas from the textbook. To clarify, the only criterion that firstly was employed to extract
formulas (three, four, and five wordstrings) from the textbook was the cutoff frequency of three
occurrences. Thus, when applying the only-one criterion via using the software for this study,
the first searching of formulas in the textbook-corpus resulted in 6000 sequences of words,
which was entirely out of my expectations. Why did the textbook-corpus reveal so many
sequences? Two reasons are discussed below.
First, I adopted a tolerated cutoff frequency of only three occurrences. Of course, having
this cutoff point meant more sequences would be identified. Second, the software (AntConc)
would deal with any three, four, and five words or detached letters that appeared next to each
other as potential formulas. Eventually, the software identified all three, four, five sequences of
words that appeared three times or more in the entire textbook-corpus. This meant, most of the
identified sequences were repetitions of each other, otherwise this inflated result (6000
sequences) would not occur.
By way of illustration, the example of can you do these things in English? was found 14
times in the textbook; the software extracted 175 sequences of words from only this instance.
This meant that, when looking for 3-word formulas, the first three underlined words were
identified in can you do these things in English? The software then advanced by one word and
counted consecutively from the second word, so can you do these things in English? was
determined (see table 10). The software kept continuously advancing by one word to capture
three-word clusters. The same held true for the 4- and 5-word formulas for the same exact
instance. Thus, in the example of can you do these things in English?, the software kept spotting
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chunks of four words and advancing by one word in a time, and the same steps took place with
five-word chunks. That gave a rise to have a plethora number of overcounted sequences.
Therefore, I had to scrutinize all the sequences to determine the original formula can you do
these things in English? Unfortunately, refining the inflated data for 6000 sequences took me
much time and effort, yet it led me to add more criteria to extract formulas from 6000 sequences.
Table 9: the table shows the number of sequences that appeared from one formula.
Original formula
can you do these
things in English?

Three-word string
can you do

Four-word string
can you do these

you do these
do these things

you do these things
do these things in

these things in

these things in
English

Five-word string
can you do these
things
you do these things in
do these things in
English

things in English

Criteria and procedures for determining formulas for the first research question.
The use of methodology in this study was similarly employed in several studies, e.g.,
(Biber et al., 2004; Chen, 2010; Hyland, 2008; Koprowski, 2005; Wood, 2010a). Yet, previous
researchers for the most part have not detailed procedural steps for carrying out their studies. To
fulfill this lack, and to enhance novice researchers in the future, I will elaborate on the
procedures followed in this study.
First of all, what counted as words in the present study was counted on the basis of the
orthography, there were three justifications. First, the orthographical categorizing of words is
reconciled with Emran and Warren (2000). Moreover, the capitalization of words was
overlooked in this study, so How and how were considered one word. Second, I did not change
the way the words appeared in the textbook. As a result, I considered all contracted forms of two
words as one word since they had been found in this shape. For instance, it’s beautiful consisted
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of two words; although there are three linguistic words in this two-word structure of
pronunciation. Contractions are mostly retrieved from the mind as one unit since the mind does
not retrieve language in word by word manner, but in formulaic sequences for the most part
(Erman & Warren, 2000; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Schmitt, 2004; Sinclair, 1991). Therefore,
counting words based on the way they appeared and are produced seemed to be more reasonable.
Following this reasoning, orthographical division were maintained in all the formulas
extracted (see Appendix A, B, and C). However, it is important to note that some formulas
constructed similar structures such as I don’t know vs I didn’t know, I’m supposed to vs I was
supposed to, and I’m going to vs I was going to. All these formulas were classified on the basis
of the orthographical division. However, these expressions differed only in function words, e.g.,
am and was. Therefore, I italicized the similar formulas in Appendices (A), (B), and (C). That
is, the three-word formula of I’m going to grouped with the four-word formula I was going to;
the three-word formula was italicized, so a reader can understand that the formula consists of
three words. The goal of this step is to enable the reader to see all similar formulas in the
textbook.
Second, several studies have utilized corpus-based approach to distill formulaic
sequences (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Chen, 2010; Koprowski, 2005; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010;
Wood, 2010a); however, none of them have discussed the issue of meaning variations for the
exact same wordstrings. Notwithstanding, many researchers have pointed out the meaning
variability for the formulas with the exact wording (e.g. Butler, 2003; Conklin & Schmitt, 2008;
Wray, 2012; Wray & Perkins, 2000). To clarify, take it slowly might mean to take something in
a slow manner (literal meaning), or to do something carefully. Another example is the phrase of
at the end of the day which could refer to a literal meaning of the late day time or it could
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idiomatically mean in the end 7. Likewise, the textbook-corpus presented similar examples as
3F

those two formulas that coincidently have the same wording but each of which differs
structurally and in its meaning.
(a) Put the words in order to make sentences.
(b) They are able to co-operate in order to work as part of a group.
In the instance of (a), the textbook user is given a group of words that are put next to each other
randomly, e.g. it’s / face to face / to people / better / to talk. The textbook user is asked to
organize the random words, i.e., to put them in order to make the sentence correct: It’s better to
talk to people face to face. As a result, the first clause in (a) is put the words in order and the
rest constitutes the second clause. Put another way, the preposition phrase in order can be
moved freely within (a), so it can be: To make sentences, put the words in order.
Despite the fact that (b) provides similar wording to (a), the formula in order to in (b) it
constructs one inseparable unit. It connects two clauses together, and its position in the sentence
cannot move. Thus, in the present study, I only counted in order to when it constructed one unit.
Finally, in a few instances, I found that three-word formulas were included inside larger
utterances, but it was only the three-word formulas that showed significant high frequency. In
such cases, the higher frequency formulas were selected rather the longer ones because such 3word formulas would allow a large number of possible inserts. As a result, more instances were
looked at. The following instances were found in the textbooks: (a) could you hold the line
please, (b) would you hold the line please, and (c) can you hold the line while I speak to my
supervisor. As always, the software demonstrated different clusters from these instances. Based
on these instances, each of them (could/would/can you) hold the line appeared once in the
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Meaning variabilities was elaborated on PP. 30-32 and 56.
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textbook, so they are less than the cutoff frequency in this study. Yet, when the expression hold
the line was taken, it met the criteria of this study and was included as a 3-word formula.
Data for the second research question. The second research question of this study was:
How are the formulas in the textbook similar to or different from the ones in the Academic
Formulas List (AFL)? The objective of this question was to compare between all formulas that
exist in the textbook and the formulas of the AFL, Appendices (D) and (E).
Before elaborating on the second research question, some explanations should be
presented about the AFL. Why is AFL chosen as a valid source of academic formulas?
Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) examined the academic spoken and written discourse to create
this list. The list is based on several criteria and experiments on native and non-native speakers
(Ellis et al., 2008; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). They justified the AFL and stated that “we
present a method for deriving a list of formulaic expressions that uses an innovative combination
of quantitative and qualitative criteria, corpus statistics and linguistic analyses, psycholinguistic
processing metrics, and instructor insights” (2010, p. 490). The AFL does not solely depend on
frequency as a way to elicit formulaic sequences, instead it depends on a variety of factors,
which lead to a highly valid list of formulas used in academia.
Also, a major goal of this study was to examine whether the textbook presents academic
formulas, as the textbook is assumed to prepare leaners to master academic English. Thus, the
AFL can be a good source of academic formulas, which can be compared to the textbook, and in
turn a judgement can be made about the textbook. In addition, the AFL was created to be
utilized in L2 learning, and this study can highlight the degree to which this list is incorporated in
a textbook. Undoubtedly, this would help publishers to develop their textbooks if the AFL is not
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presented in their textbooks. Therefore, I believe this list is one of most reliable and valid lists
for formulaic sequences in academia, so I employed it in this study.
To return to the second research question, the second research question aimed to compare
all formulas that appeared in the textbook with the formulas in the AFL. The second research
question complemented the deficiencies in the first research question, which only addressed the
formulas based on their frequency, and frequency alone resulted in combinations of wordstrings
that might not be academic and/or formulaic (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Wray, 2005) such as
line while I, the line please, and the line while. Also, the frequency cannot be a sufficient
indicator to identify formulas (Wray, 2005). Therefore, the second research question avoided the
overreliance on frequency. As a result, I used AFL and applied the corpus-driven approach
(Biber et al., 1998) to examine all formulas identified in the textbook.
In fact, most previous similar studies have just examined formulas of a specified number
of words, e.g., four-word formulas (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Chen, 2010; Koprowski, 2005; Wood,
2010a). This study was compatible with the AFL because this study identified formulas of three
to five wordstrings, as does the AFL. Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) created this list in order to
provide a high utility for L2 learning.
Criteria and procedures for comparing between the AFL and the textbook formulas.
Before carrying out this study, comparing between the formulas in each corpus
(textbook-corpus and AFL corpus) did not seem complicated. However, once the work started,
challenges became evident. Therefore, I had to stipulate the following criteria and procedures to
overcome all occurring problems.
First of all, in the present study, the contracted words were considered the same because
the objective for this research question was to compare two corpora. So, whenever a formula
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appeared in any corpus, it was counted regardless whether it was in contractions or in full words.
For instance, the AFL includes it is important to whereas it was found in the textbook contracted
as it’s important to.
Second, as I was checking each AFL formula through the software for matches, I was
also examining if a part of any AFL formula occurred in the textbook. In fact, this step was
highly important because the main goal of the present study was to explore the extent to which
the textbook provides academic formulas and based on that the degree to which the textbook
provides English for academic purposes. Thus, I specifically wanted to explore if other similar
versions for each AFL formula existed in the textbook. For example, the AFL offers the formula
whether or not the but the textbook only included whether or not. In fact, it is highly possible
that the absence of the definite article (the) in the textbook-corpus would not necessarily make
the two expressions two drastically different formulas. Therefore, I decided to consider them
similar formulas (see Appendix F and G).
By and large, I noted that the similar versions found in the textbook for some AFL
formulas were mostly different in functional words such as pronouns (e.g. do you want me vs. do
you want me to), negation (it’s important to vs. it’s important not to), tenses (be regarded as vs.
been regarded as), or inserted adverbs (it is not possible to vs. it has not always possible to).
The Appendix (F) and (G) portray a picture of the AFL formulas that were found in the textbook
(bolded font), and the AFL with similar versions (italics font), as well as, the concordances of the
common formulas are also in the appendices, so the reader can observe the likelihood among
those formulas.
Third, when exploring the AFL formulas that occurred in the textbook, I examined their
frequency, but to calculate their frequency I needed to identify them first. Thus, I would not
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count them twice. To illustrate, the AFL includes several similar or overlapped formulas by
virtue of the reliance on statistical measurements involved in AFL development. For instance, in
this paper vs in this paper we, we're gonna talk about vs gonna talk about, can be seen vs. can
be seen in, and it is possible vs. it is possible that. The problem this overlapping brings can be
seen when the textbook offers an instance that includes two overlapped formulas. As an
example, consider the two AFL formulas nothing to do with and to do with the, both were found
once in the textbook once, and they were found in one wordstring: this is nothing to do with the
party. To select one formula over the other, then to figure out its frequency, I followed the
procedures below. I intentionally followed the procedures to minimize the overreliance of
subjectivity:
a) Comparing with the literature: I examined the similar versions of AFL phrases in some
works in the literature, e.g. (Biber et al., 2004; Hyland, 2008; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis,
2010) and compared the commonality of each versions to select one of them. Moreover,
Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) evaluated each of their AFL formulas in the AFL based
on its worthiness of teaching for L2 learners, so any version that had higher score based
on the AFL in terms of the worthiness of teaching was a candidate for selection. For
instance, the AFL includes and you can see and you can see, but it is the second one that
has higher frequency and higher score of worthiness of teaching. So, the second formula
was selected.
b) Frequency: I also relied on the frequency of each version of the AFL formulas, the
more frequent was preferred, take for example the previous expressions and you can see
and you can see. Also, I checked the frequency of each formula in the textbook-corpus,
e.g., and you can see was found once compared to 7 tokens of you can see
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c) Two versions were taken: Sometimes two overlapped versions of formulas were taken
because both versions were identical in the textbook. That was especially true when the
two versions showed high frequency and high worthiness of teaching. The frequency of
each is counted once, so duplication was avoided.
d) Combining shortened versions together: The AFL joined a small number of
expressions that linguistically construct the same words, but in speaking mode one has a
reduced form. The AFL has if you want to and if you wanna. I considered these
examples and the such as one expression.
Finally, once the identification was specified, the frequency needed to be calculated.
Whenever I typed an AFL expression in the software like (the end of), the software provided me
with all instances in the textbook, including the instances of other AFL formulas like, at the end,
at the end of. Eventually, I had to manually count the tokens of the end of and exclude the
tokens of other overlapped phrases. Appendix (E) and (G) explains the frequency for all
formulas that were found.
Data for the third research question. The third research question was: What are the
pragmatic functions of the formulaic sequences in the textbook? As for this research question, I
was striving to classify the formulas of the textbooks based on their pragmatic functions in the
text. Classifying the formulas based on their pragmatic functions can help improve the L2
pedagogy (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). For example, formulas that are used for contradiction
are classified together, e.g., on the other hand, whereas formulas that connects two ideas in
discourse, e.g., in other words, are also grouped together. The classifications of formulas in the
textbook can reveal which functions were over-presented or mispresented in the textbook. Also,
matches or mismatches between functions of formulas in the textbook, and the functions of the
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same exact formulas in other registers, have emerged. This will undoubtedly help L2 publishers
to improve their ELT textbooks.
To classify functions of formulas, Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’ (2010) modified taxonomy
was used. Their modified taxonomy is relying on the taxonomy of Biber, Conrad, and Cortes
(2004). The description of the taxonomy was extensively detailed in the literature chapter 8, and
4F

it is briefly explained later in this chapter. The data of the first and second research questions
was used for answering this research question. This question should assist curricula designers
and L2 instructors in teaching English.
Criteria and procedures for pragmatic functions categorization. Having identified the
formulas that existed in the textbook while answering the first research question (Appendix A, B,
and C), those formulas were classified on the basis of their pragmatic functions in the textbook to
answer the third research question. Classifying the pragmatic functions of the formulas was
reconciled with the taxonomy of Simson-Vlach and Ellis (2010). The below procedures were
followed consecutively.
a) Each formula was typed in the software (Figure 2) to investigate all of its
concordances in the entire textbook-corpus.
b) If some of the concordance were not understandable, which took place quite often, I
looked at the instances in the textbook itself. In fact, I found this step very important
because some formulas when read by the software, seemed to have the same function, but
in fact, the textbook provided a different point of view. In the textbook, when exploring
formulas in their context, some of them were found to hold different functions. Among

8

Check out pp. 64-69 for more details.
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many instances was get it right where it was found as a title in the textbook, so it
functioned as topic introducer.
c) As many researchers have emphasized (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Simpson-Vlach &
Ellis, 2010) the pragmatic function of formulas cannot be definitive, so in harmony with
those researchers, I selected the most salient functions when a formula demonstrated
Figure 2: This figure shows an example of the concordances for a formula

multiple functions.
d) After assigning a function for any formula, I also compared my classification with
pervious works in literature such as Biber and his colleagues, 2004; Hyland (2008);
and Simpson-Vlach and Ellis, 2010.
e) Once all formulas were functionally categorized (Appendices: H, I, and J). I went
through all of them for a second time.
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f) Due to the high number of formulas, consulting other experts for each single formula
was not possible. Alternatively, to increase the degree of validity and reliability of my
judgment for the pragmatic functions, I firstly classified the pragmatic functions in the
same way that Simposn-Vlach and Ellis did in their taxonomy, which I scrutinized
extensively several times to make sure that I was applying it accurately. Secondly, each
classification of any formula in the entire textbook-corpus was strictly compared with the
ones found in the literature and analyzed in light of the context where these formulas
occurred, e.g., Biber and his colleagues 2004, and Simpson-Vlach and Ellis 2010.
Thirdly, I consistently consulted some experts 9 for the formulas that have multiple
5F

potential pragmatic functions to compare their judgments with mine. Indeed, an
agreement between my judgment and the consultants’ judgments was mostly reached as
our opinions showed conformity from the first time of consultation. Notwithstanding,
whenever there was a disagreement, a discussion was conducted between the author and
the person who disagreed to come to a final decision. Eventually, there was only one
formula (more likely to) in which experts judgments showed conflicting views; although
one of the experts and I could reach an agreement on a final decision that was found to be
supported from the literature.
Reliability and Validity
The first research question revealed some free combinations of words that did not
construct formulas. I eliminated them qualitatively based on the procedures and criteria
explicitly stated above. This means that I screened each of those combinations on its own, and

9

The experts whom I consulted were two assistant professors who have published similar work of mine. One of
them has also an interest in English for Specific and/or Academic Purposes. I also consulted four PhD students of
similar interests of mine.
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cast off the non-formulaic sequences. That was especially true when problems of the software
combined groups of words from two different sentences. To illustrate, and you can was
identified but when going back to the original context, it was found that the software mistakenly
joined the letters from two words and formulated inaccurate formula: I met my husband. You can
use. Therefore, examining formulas qualitatively was one of the better practices to explore the
validity and reliability; although, it was time consuming.
The third research question also needed my input when classifying the formulas in
accordance with the adopted framework. To do that in a valid and reliable way, I took some
precautions by implementing all the procedures elaborated above. To summarize them, I firstly
ensured that I strictly and accurately applied Simson-Vlach and Ellis’ (2010) taxonomy. Then, I
relied on the literature to examine the pragmatic functions of the detected formulas. After I
grouped them based on the literature and the taxonomy, I revised them for the second time.
Finally, while revising them I consulted with experts about the formulas that raised some doubts.
Thus, I compared my judgments with theirs. Fortunately, our judgments showed a large extent
of agreement.
Limitation of the Study
The limitations centered around the limited size of the textbook corpus. The data of the
textbook corpus could only describe this textbook, so generalization is not expected on other
textbooks. Also, the three to five wordstrings cannot include all types of formulaic sequences in
that textbook. In addition, in a few cases, I preferred to select some formulas over other; my
choices were justifiable from the literature. Finally, categorizing the pragmatic functions
followed strict procedures, among of which was the expert consultation; although, not every
single formula was evaluated by other experts.
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Taxonomy/framework for the Study
Biber, Conrad, and Cortes (2004) used a taxonomy that classifies formulas into three main
categories, each of them includes a number of subcategories. The table (10) below summarizes
their classifications.
When Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) used this framework, they added “hedges and
boosters” and “evaluation” subcategories to the stance group. Also, they added a “compare and
contrast” subcategory to the referential group. For the discourse organizers group, it was
modified greatly. Therefore, Simpson-Vlach and Ellis added three subcategories:
“metadiscourse and textual reference,” “cause and effect expressions,” and “discourse markers.”
Finally, they also collapsed two subcategories in the stance group, namely they combined the
desire and intention/prediction into one called “volition/intention.” These modifications made
the taxonomy more precise and valuable for L2 instructors and curricula designers 10.
6F
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In the next chapter, each subcategory is defined.
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Table 10: This table is adopted from Jablonkai (2009), the table summarizes the taxonomy of
Biber et al., (2004).

Summary of the Chapter
The chapter covered the rationale for using the corpus method and approaches in this
study. The chapter also described the sample of the study and the criteria upon which the sample
was selected. In addition, the information needed for each research question was elaborated,
followed by the data collection method (the software). Then, the design of the study included
what each research question was addressing and how data was analyzed. Finally, the chapter
included a description of the framework that was used in the present study.
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Chapter 4
Results
The chapter will first set out the objective of the study on which the research questions
are based. It then presents the results for each research question in turn. Finally, the chapter
draws connections between the results of all three research questions.
The Purpose of the Study
As mentioned in the first chapter, this study chiefly aimed to measure the inclusion of
academic formulaic language (measured as formulas) in an EFL textbook used in a Saudi
university. Unquestionably, measuring the academic formulaic language will comprise the basis
upon which publishers can develop a textbook when designing ELT textbooks or curricula. It
will also provide some suggestions to aid instructors and educators when selecting an ELT
textbook to teach EFL learners. Translating the aim of the study resulted in the following
research questions:
1. What are the most frequently occurring formulas in the chosen textbook?
2. How are the formulas in the textbook similar to or different from the ones in the
Academic Formulas List (AFL)?
3. What are the pragmatic functions of the formulas in the textbook?
The Results for the First Research Question
This first question aimed to determine the most frequent formulas in the English
Unlimited textbook (Rea et al., 2015). First, exploring the textbook-corpus via the software
resulted in a total number of 84606 tokens, reflecting the size of the corpus. Second, by
employing the corpus-driven approach, particularly through a frequency method (Conrad &

110
Biber, 2004), AntConc software was used to distill three, four, and five wordstrings 11 with a cut7F

off frequency of three occurrences. The textbook comprised 342 formulas in total. The
upcoming section presents the detailed results of three-word formulas, four-word formulas, and
five-word formulas, respectively, along with a discussion of the prominent features observed in
each group. This will be followed by the general findings for the first research question.
Three-word formulas. The three-word formulas list contained 217 formulas (Appendix
A). It is important to note that similar formulas such as I don’t know and I didn’t know counted
as one formula, not two. Similar three-word formulas were therefore counted once, as can be
seen in Table 12. There were only five formulas in which there were similar versions (Table 12).
To remind the reader, the justification for counting similar formulas as just one formula is that it
is not very convincing to claim that textbook users are exposed to two disparate formulas that
only differed in their tenses. I argue that it would be more precise to state that textbook users are
exposed to the same formula but in two different versions. For example, if the textbook had
included we don’t know and they don’t know, those formulas would not be considered different
but alternative versions. Therefore, this study was able to assess the level of academic English
presented in the textbook by precisely counting formulas and accounting for similar versions of
formulas.
The first result found was that the three-word formulas list contained the highest number
of formulas with 217 formulas. This outcome was reconciled with many researchers who have
emphasized on the ubiquity of three-word formulas more than longer formulas as a myriad
number of three-word formulas are, in fact, part of four- or five-word formulas (Biber et al.,
2011; Hyland, 2008; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). It is also worth noting that the three-word

11

I am using wordstrings here, not formulas, because the wordstrings refer to the raw initial results of the software
search. Once the results were refined, they generated the formulas identified in the textbook.
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Table 11: The table presents the similar three-word formulas that counted once
Rank
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.

Frequency
32
25
7
21
12
5
4
10
6
4
10
6
4
6
3
3

Formulas
I don’t know
I didn’t know
it’s a bit
be a bit
I’m a bit
a problem with
the problem with
the kind of
a kind of
it looks like
looked like a

formulas list not only contained more formulas but also comprised a higher number of formulas
with higher frequency. For instance, the top repeated formula do you think registered 64 tokens
in the textbook-corpus, and the top 42 formulas occurred from 10 to 64 times. What does the
high frequency mean?
The highly recurrent formulas appear to be prefabricated lexical chunks. For instance,
Biber and his colleagues (2004) asserted that “higher frequency sequences [are] more likely to be
stored and used as unalaysed chunks than lower frequency sequences” (p. 376). Although Biber
and his colleagues (2004) and Wray (2000) concurred that frequency is only one measure for
prefabricated chunks; it cannot be a fully reliable indicator for identifying formulas and judging
them as unanalyzed lexical chunks..
The three-word formulas list also presented numerous phrases that hold
(non)compositional and idiomatic formulas. Before explaining these, I would like to briefly
clarify the use of terminology such as compositionality and idiomaticity. A compositional
formula means that “[the] phrase is comprehensible from the meanings of the individual words,
e.g., don’t have to worry” (Conklin & Schmitt, 2012, p. 51). Conversely, the meaning of a non-
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compositional formula is not necessarily understood from its component parts, e.g. take part in.
Idiomatic formulas, in contrast, refer to formulas that appear to be unanalyzed chunks of
expressions; for example, as soon as, as long as, and it looks like (Erman & Warren, 2000; Nesi
& Basturkmen, 2006; Wray, 2012). Consequently, their component words cannot be replaced by
synonymous or other items without losing meaning or functions (Erman & Warren, 2000). For
instance, as soon as cannot be the same as as near as, and on the beach cannot be *in the beach
without losing meaning or function. 12 For ease of presentation, I will henceforth refer to an
8F

idiomatic or non-compositional formula as an idiomatic formula and/or idiomatic meaning.
To return to the three-word list, many idiomatic formulas were identified in the list of
three-word formulas: for example, take part in, it’s a bit, get it right, as soon as, it looks like, the
thing is, as long as, on the beach. Not only did these examples hold idiomatic meaning, they
also prevented the use of other synonymous words, e.g. the synonymous words
true/precise/correct cannot normally replace the right in get it right without losing a function of
meaning. It is worth noting that the idiomatic expressions are more likely to be prefabricated
lexical chunks; unanalyzed clusters of expressions (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Conklin & Schmitt,
2008, 2012; Sinclair, 1991). Having a number of such phrases could support the fact that
prefabricated lexical chunks are easier to access and rely on when using language (Bybee, 2010;
Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 2005), hence teaching them to L2 learners should enhance their use of L2
language.
It was also noted that the list of three-word formulas comprised the most highly frequent
formulas in the textbook-corpus. In numerical terms, the sum of all tokens of all 3-word

12

The literature chapter presented issues pertaining to the meaning that formulaic sequences can convey, e.g.
compositionality, opaque and transparent meaning, literal; figurative; idiomatic; and metaphoric meaning (pp. 3032).
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formulas resulted in 1592 tokens. This verifies that the 3-word formulas were not only the most
common formulas compared to 4-, and 5-word formulas (as will be explained later), they were
also the most frequent.
However, a notable feature of this list was that most formulas in the 3-word formulas did
not construct complete sentences. Therefore, if a grammatical sentence should have at least a
subject, verb, and complement, then most phrases in the list constructed multi-word phrases. I
am using multi-word phrases because a phrase might consist of one word (Biber et al., 2011, p.
38). Some of the phrases that were very widespread in the textbook-corpus are presented in
Table 13.
Although the list of 3-word formulas did not in most cases construct complete sentences,
it introduced a remarkable number of instructional phrases, particularly in imperative forms (the
third research question provides even more detail on this). In numerical terms, among the 217
formulas of the 3-word formulas list, almost every 10 formulas included at least one formula
with an imperative form. For example, among others, the list presented: write a summary,
compare your notes, check your answers, talk together about, make a list, compare your ideas,
and choose ten words. The most frequent formulas in the list were answer the questions (34
tokens), complete the sentence (25 tokens), discuss the questions (25 tokens), and read the
articles (22 tokens). Clearly, such formulas play an important role in this list and are a necessary
tool for instruction.
Four-word formulas. The list of four-word formulas encompassed 101 phrases
(Appendix B), including similar versions with a different number of words such as I’m going to
(3 words) and it’s going to (3 words). These results concurred with researchers such as Biber et
al., (2004) and Hyland (2008) that three-word formulas are the most common, followed by four-
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word formulas then five-word formulas. Hence, formulas with fewer component words are more
common than formulas with more component words.

Table 13: Multi-word phrases found in the three-word formulas list that do not formulate
complete sentences
Frequency
64
46
40
33
23
23
21
17

Three-word formulas
do you think
to talk about
a lot of
the highlighted expressions
be able to
do you know
at the moment
have you ever

Examining the four-word formulas list (Appendix B) revealed that the list provided many
instances of complete sentences. The list included, inter alia, what do you think, how do you feel,
how do you know, I’ve got to go, clarify what you’re saying, give me a second, I’m afraid I can’t,
I would love to, I couldn’t believe it, and I don’t have any. Moreover, the list provided a number
of formulas that do not formulate complete sentences yet have clearer structures than the threeword list. This finding is in accordance with Hyland (2008) who asserted that “4-word bundles
… are far more common than 5-word strings and offer a clearer range of structures and functions
than 3-word bundles” (p. 8). Thus, a vast number of formulas in the list, including can you think
of, did you hear about, I’ve lived in, with the correct form, I was trying to, the best way to, and
an important part of, revealed clear structures. This means that a reader/hearer can predict, to a
great extent, the meanings of such formulas even when they are out of context because such
formulas maintain a clear structure and, in turn, apparent meanings.
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Additionally, like the three-word formulas list, the 4-word formulas list (Appendix B)
encompassed a wide range of idiomatic phrases, as shown in the following formulas: that’s a
good idea, it’s a good idea, I’ve got to go, a big fan of, and I have to say. Such formulas, like the
idiomatic 3-word formulas, are most likely to be unanalyzed chunks, as their component words
do not accept synonymous items without losing a meaning or function. For instance, *that’s a
good thought cannot substitute that’s a good idea. In fact, it is easier for idiomatic formulas to
spark the intuition of linguists as formulas (Biber et al., 2004; Conrad & Biber, 2004; Schmitt,
2004; Wray, 2005).
Furthermore, the 4-word formulas apparently occurred less often than the 3-word
formulas list, but more often than the 5-word formulas list (the next section will elaborate on the
5-word formulas list). In total, the overall frequency of all 4-word formulas resulted in 815
tokens, compared to 1592 tokens for the 3-word formulas. Thus, the occurrence of 3-word
formulas list was almost double that of the 4-word formulas list.
The top formula in the 4-word formulas list was you’re going to, which occurred 31
times, i.e. 31 tokens. Nevertheless, adding up all the versions similar to you’re going to
enumerated 106 tokens, as shown in Table 14. Among the various going to formulas, two points
captured my attention.
Firstly, regardless of the orthographical division followed in the present study, all
versions of going to linguistically comprised four words (subject pronoun + To Be verb + going
+ to). Secondly, the most frequent formulas, you’re going to and I’m going to, were associated
with the subject pronouns you and I. For instance, I’m going to is extensively used in a high
number of contexts and registers as it refers to its speaker. However, the most notable point was
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Table 13: Similar formulas attached to the collocation of going to. The italicized formulas refer
to formulas with a different number of words
Frequency
106

31
24
11
8
8
8
7
5
4

Four-word Formulas
you're going to
I’m going to
I was going to
are we going to
are you going to
we’re going to
you were going to
we were going to
it’s going to

that you’re going to (31 tokens) was heavily present in the textbook. In fact, this high
frequency was exclusively related to the ELT register presented in the textbook as this formula
was mostly used for instructional purposes, an example of which can be seen in instances (a) and
(b), which are taken from the textbook.
(a) You’re going to read about two natural events that happened in Mexico.
(b) You’re going to listen to Jane’s story about an accident. Look at the pictures. What.
do you think happened?
In contrast to the list for 3-word formulas, the number of imperative phrases decreased
dramatically for the 4-word formulas list. That is, the 3-word list contained a large number of
imperatives, discussed earlier, but the 4-word list only included a handful of imperatives, such as
listen again to check, summarise what people say, use the present perfect, compare with a
partner, listen again and answer, listen to each other, and circle the correct choice. I have no
definitive explanation for this; however, it could be that the 3-word-imperative phrases were
more useful for instructional purposes and were therefore more common. It is also possible that
4-word imperative phrases are only used when two imperative verbs are requested; or that
compound nouns, collocations, or chunks are incorporated into the phrases.
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To illustrate, the above examples demonstrate that two imperative verbs were used in
listen again to check (listening and checking are requested) and listen again and answer
(listening and answering are requested). Likewise, for the formula use the present perfect, the
compound noun present perfect is integrated into the formula, while the formulas listen to each
other and circle the correct choice included the collocations to each other and correct choice.
Similarly, the formula summarise what people say embodied the chunk of what people say.
Given this, I therefore argue that the imperative formulas tend to be 3-word formulas, while the
4-word formulas are only implemented when collocations, compound nouns, or chunks are
incorporated into the phrases.
Five-word formulas. The list of five-word formulas contained just a handful of formulas
(24) (see Appendix C). Their frequency ranged from 3 to 11 occurrences, which meant that the
highest formula appeared only 11 times in the textbook, while 111 tokens were registered for the
overall frequency of all 5-word formulas. Indeed, many researchers have concluded that shorter
formulas are usually more common than longer formulas (e.g. Conrad & Biber, 2004; Hyland,
2008; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010).
It was noted that the five-word formulas list had features similar to lists of both 3- and 4word formulas. That is, the three lists contained imperative formulas, although the imperatives
in the 5-word formulas list looked to some extent like the imperatives in the 4-word lists. To
illustrate, the imperative formulas of the 5-word formulas list: a) incorporated two imperative
verbs, for example listen and underline the letters; b) embodied phrasal verbs such as look at the
highlighted expressions or a preposition phrase such as put the words in order; and c) contained
chunks such as discuss the consequences of decisions.
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Furthermore, like the other lists, the 5-word formulas list introduced many idiomatic
formulas, indicating that the formulas appear to be unanalyzed chunks and/or the meaning of
formulas differs from the meaning of their component words. Hence, synonymous words cannot
substitute the words of formulas without losing meaning or function. However, despite the fact
that all lists contained idiomatic phrases, most of the 5-word formulas were idiomatic. By way
of illustration, the end of the day, I was wondering if you, I’ll get back to you, do you know
anyone who, one of the best things, to win at all costs, and would you hold the line, 13 are phrases
9F

that all hold idiomaticity and modifying their internal items would result in different meanings
and/or functions.
Another feature was observed in the 5-word formulas list that was not so apparent in the
other lists. This was that several formulas integrated some pronouns into their component words,
mostly subject and object pronouns in the same formulas. For instance, the list introduced I’ve
always wanted to, I was wondering if you, I need to tell you, I’ll get back to you, do you know
anyone who, think of myself as a, and would you hold the line. In many cases, the previous
formulas integrated more than one pronoun. This might imply that the 5-word formulas tended
to tolerate the inclusion of several pronouns because the range of a 5-word formula allows a
higher number of words to be inserted. For instance, if I was wondering if you and I’ll get back
to you were specified within the range of 4-words, they would contain only one pronoun.
However, it is also possible that having a second pronoun in a formula could initiate another
formula because it is highly possible that the end of a formula is a beginning for another (Biber
et al., 2004)

The meaning of “hold the line” in the textbook is consistent with British English, as the phrase used in the
textbook is to ask a caller on a phone to hold on.
13
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Regardless of the larger range 5-word formulas hold, the list did not present a large
number of formulas that construct complete sentences. It is important to note that I am not
considering the imperative formulas, which lack a subject. Thus, a few instances can be seen in
the following: I’ll get back to you, the doer of the verb 14, and would you hold the line.
10F

Unlike the 3- and 4-word lists, most of the 5-word formulas contain smaller formulas
within them. For instance, to catch up with old friends includes the phrasal verb catch up and a
common compound noun, old friends. The same held true for several other formulas in the list.
Hence, this finding accorded with Hyland (2008) who asserted that many of the five-word
formulas contain four- or three-word formulas within them. This point notwithstanding, the list
included a few 5-word formulas whose words cannot appear coincidentally alongside each other,
such as it’s important to remember that and do you know anyone who. Unfortunately, the
textbook-corpus for the present study cannot offer much information regarding the five-word
formulas due to its limited size.
Summary of the major findings. This section briefly summarizes the major findings
presented thus far. First, the 3-word formulas list introduced a higher number of formulas, and a
higher frequency was noted for all 3-word formulas (1592 tokens in total). This meant the 3word formulas were the most overrepresented in the textbook. Second, the three lists included
imperative formulas used mostly for instructional purposes. However, although the 3-word
formulas list presented the highest number of imperative formulas, the 4- and 5-word formulas
introduced imperative formulas that contained two verbs, compound nouns, phrasal verbs, or
chunks. Third, the 4-word formulas list presented many formulas that construct complete
sentences, and many 4-word formulas had clearer structures. Finally, the 5-word formulas
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This formula is associated with the textbook, particularly in grammar sections.
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contained many formulas in which more than one pronoun was embodied. The list also
contained hardly any formulas that formulate complete sentences, which was contrary to
expectations.
General findings regarding all identified formulas. Having presented a section for
each list (three-, four-, and five-word formulas), it is also necessary to present the features
associated with the three lists regardless of the number of component words. Thus, this section
will elaborate on what was commonly found in the formulas identified.
First, it was observed that the instructional language was found to prevail in the textbook,
either in terms of the number of formulas (diversity of formulas) or the frequency
(overrepresentation). Wood (2010a) touched upon the high repetition of an instructional
language in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) textbooks and asserted that the instructional
language is in the ascendancy. As a result, the imperative forms existed extensively in the
textbook, e.g. write a paragraph, listen and underline the letters, check in a dictionary, and so
on. Such use of language undoubtedly has an association with the textbook register, i.e. ELT
textbook. Moreover, another discerning feature of the textbook register was the use of indirect
requests. To illustrate, the formula you’re going to in this textbook was often used to ask the
textbook-user to carry out an activity, exercise, or task, e.g. you’re going to write an experience.
In addition, the textbook introduced many formulas in a question format, which was
found to convey different functions and meanings. For instance, the question format is usually
used to elicit answers from interlocutors, yet, in the following instance, the question format is
used instead to show resentment of the speaker: “Hey, you, what are you doing? Get to the back
of the queue” (Rea et al., 2015, p. 155). Regardless of the functions and meanings of questions,
almost all possible questioning words and formatting occurred in the textbook in the shape of
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formulas. For example, wh-words (e.g. how do you…), questioning with auxiliary and modals
(e.g. are you going to, and can you think of…), and even the tag question (I’ve just heard the
news about the fire. Isn’t it awful?. Therefore, given the fact that the textbook is designed to
teach English to L2 speakers, I am inclined to suggest that the wide range of questioning formats
that existed in the textbook were because it is an ELT textbook.
It is critical to note that repeated exposure is a crucial element for learning L2 formulas
(Ellis et al., 2008). Yet, in line with Wood (2010a), if the number of encounters for formulas
does indeed matter for L2 learning, then L2 learners are more likely to learn the instructional
language that dominates the textbook.
Another important comment to make about the textbook register is that the identified
formulas belonged to two different genres: spoken and written. Notably, some of the spoken
formulas that are expected to be heard in communication were actually found to be written. To
clarify, talk about the is commonly used when spoken communication is taking place, but the
textbook mostly presented it in written forms, especially when the textbook user was asked to
carry out an activity, e.g. Take turns to talk about these topics for 30 seconds each.
Additionally, at this point it should be noted that the textbook contained formulas that
might not appear in other registers; they existed exclusively in the textbook. In fact, this was
expected as the extracted formulas should be impacted by the provenance of the corpus under
study (Hyland, 2008; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Wray, 2005). Therefore, the two-word unit
highlighted expressions was found to be part of several formulas such as: Look at the highlighted
expressions below, and which of the highlighted expressions above are followed by… .
Moreover, the two-word unit highlighted expressions acquired a unique meaning in the textbook
register as it referred to commonly repeated highlighted expressions in most units throughout the
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textbook. Hence, all formulas associated with that two-word unit should convey a specific
meaning to the textbook user.
To conclude, the three-, four-, and five-word formula lists resulted in 342 formulas. The
diversity of formulas and representation in each list correlated negatively with the number of
component words a formula contained. This means that the shortest formulas (3-word formulas)
were most in evidence, followed by the 4-word formulas, while the longest formulas (5-word
formulas) occurred the least often. Furthermore, the register impacted the language presented in
the textbook as a high number of formulas were found to be deeply established yet might not
exist in other types of register. Chiefly, the instructional language existed extensively
throughout the entire textbook, which included but was not limited to imperative forms and
directions.
The Results for the Second Research Question
The second research question aimed to determine how the formulaic sequences in the
textbook are similar to or different from the ones in the Academic Formulas List (AFL). The
question therefore strived to find the common formulas between the AFL and the textbook. In
particular, it ascertained whether each AFL formula existed in the textbook-corpus. This section
will start with a brief description of the AFL. 15 This will be followed by a discussion of the
1F

common formulas between the written AFL and the textbook, followed by the results of the
commonality found between the spoken AFL and the textbook.
Academic Formulas List (AFL). The AFL contains three major sections. The first
section is devoted to the academic written formulas (Appendix D), the second is for the academic
spoken formulas (Appendix E), and the third section presents the core formulas that combine
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The literature chapter presents more details about the AFL on pp. 72-74.
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formulas from both spoken and written sections. Each section includes 200 formulas; thus, there
are 600 formulas in the whole AFL when all sections are aggregated. However, it is important to
realize that the 600 formulas contain a plethora of overlapping formulas, as was elaborated in the
methodology chapter. 16 The present study focused solely on the written and spoken AFL
12F

formulas and overlooked the core AFL as many of the core AFL formulas exist in the written or
spoken lists.
The common written formulas between the AFL and the textbook. Based on the
criteria and procedures implemented for this research question, it was established that, out of 200
written AFL formulas, the textbook only shared 49 (Appendix F). Moreover, among these, only
35 formulas were found to be identical, compared to 14 formulas found in similar versions (see
Tables 15 and 16).

Table 14: Identical common written formulas between AFL and the textbook.
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

16

Formulas
due to the fact that
it is clear that
can be seen in
the same way as
it is possible that
to ensure that the
at the time of
appears to be
has also been
it is important
is likely to
depends on the
a small number
depending on the
is more likely
be used to
there has been
to do so

See pp. 98-102.

Frequency
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
2

Rank
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.

Formulas
it is interesting
b and c
we have seen
in the context of
less likely to
are able to
if they are
they did not
does not have
have shown that
which can be
they do not
we do not
there are no
the most important
it has been
it is important to

Frequency
2
2
3
3
3
3
3
4
4
4
5
6
6
6
7
8
15
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Table 15: Different versions of the AFL written formulas shared with the textbook.
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.

AFL versions
it is interesting to
as part of the
can be used to
it is possible to

5.
6.
7.
8.

it is not possible to
it is impossible to
whether or not the
be regarded as

9.

is based on the

10.

be seen as

11.
12.
13.

needs to be
in terms of a
the difference between the

14.

there are a number of

Formulas
Textbook versions
- it will be really interesting to
- as part of a
- can be used with
- is it possible to
- is it possible for everyone to
- it has not always been possible to
- it must be impossible to
- whether or not
- been regarded as
- isn’t regarded as
- was based on
- was based on
- is seen as
- it’s not seen as
- need to be
- in terms of
- the difference between
- a big difference between
- an important difference between
- a number of
- a growing number of
- the high number of
- the number of
- the same number of

Frequency
1
1
2
2
1
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
4

9

The frequency for all written formulas (identical and unidentical) ranged from 1 to 15
occurrences, i.e., the textbook user should encounter the most frequent formula (it is important
to) in 15 instances. Thus, the overall frequency of all 49 formulas— the representation of all
tokens for all formulas— comprised 145 tokens. This means the textbook user should encounter
all 49 formulas spread-out in the textbook 145 times. Inevitably, some of the formulas would be
encountered more than others (see Figure 3).
As shown in Figure 4, close examination of the common identical and unidentical written
AFL formulas shows that the frequency of 41 formulas out of 49 ranged from 1 to 4, whereas
only 8 formulas had a higher frequency (from 5 to 15 instances). Hence, when the frequency
was higher, fewer formulas were identified, and vice versa.

125
Figure 3: The number of common written AFL formulas and their frequency in the textbook
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To read the relationship between the frequency of the identified formulas (49 formulas)
differently, it can be observed that most formulas were identified only once in the
textbook (18 formulas). In contrast, only one formula was specified for frequencies of 5, 7, 8, 9,
and 15. Thus, there were specific formulas that repeatedly appeared in the textbook, and there
must clearly be a reason for this.
The formulas that were identified 5 times or more were as follows: it is important to (15
occurrences), there are a number of (9 occurrences), it has been (8 occurrences), the most
important (7 occurrences), they do not (6 occurrences), we do not (6 occurrences), there are no
(6 occurrences), and which can be (5 occurrences). Among these, it is clear that only the two
formulas it is important to and the most important hold idiomatic meaning. In contrast, the
remaining formulas are constructed of function words, e.g., it has been, there are no, and which
can be.
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This finding accorded with researchers who have asserted that many formulas with
function words are more likely to often appear in discourse by dint of these words (e.g. SimpsonVlach & Ellis, 2010; Wray, 2005). Indeed, many such formulas construct grammatical units, e.g.
they do not, it has been, there are no, and which can be. They contain the negation word not, the
auxiliary verbs do and be, and the multi-function word there. Those words, and, in turn, those
formulas are complementary in discourse so that meaning can be expressed by means of these
functional formulas. Another reason, which enhanced the frequency of the which can be formula
in particular, concerns the instructional role the formula played in the textbook. Instances of
such formula were as follows: Which [of the expressions] can be followed by: a) an infinitive, b)
an -ing form, c) a noun.
Moreover, when analyzing the unidentical formulas (Table 16) in the absence of any
context, it can be observed that they tend to have a lower frequency in general than the identical
formulas (Table 15). However, unlike the identical formulas, almost all the unidentical formulas
in Table 16 appeared at least 3 times or more in the textbook. Another dissimilarity worth noting
between the two groups of formulas concerns the idiomaticity. For example, a reader can spot
that the unidentical formulas mostly hold stronger associations among their component words,
e.g. it’s not possible, it is interesting to, it is impossible to, in terms of a, and it is possible to.
It is important to also shed light on some peripheral issues that were identified. First, the
written AFL includes some formulas that may not be considered formulas by relying on
intuition. For instance, the formulas of b and c, which were spotted twice in the textbook, his or
her, is that it is, that it is not, shown in table, and in table 1. I argue that none of these multiword expressions would stand out as formulas by relying on intuition. Why do these instances
therefore exist in the written AFL? The answer is that they showed significant statistical
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measurements. Therefore, Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010), besides the written and spoken
formulas, created a core list that only contained formulas that might be intuitively accepted by
linguists and ESL/EFL educators. For instance, the multi-word units in is that it is and that it is
not do not hold clear meaning, they might only occur to connect sentences or clauses, e.g.
“Another potential problem is that it is not always possible to include only news reports and not
editorials, for example” (O’Keeffe & McCarthy, 2010, p. 594).
Second, there is of course always an overlap between formulas in the AFL and the
formulas in the textbook. To clarify, the AFL presents these three formulas: which can be, can
be used to, and be used to, and there was one instance in the textbook which was coincidentally
found to have all the formulas. This was as follows: “Which can be used to: a) criticize? b)
suggest alternatives?” (Rea et al., 2015, p. 103). The problem in this case concerns how to
identify the original formula among the three; should it be which can be, can be used to, or be
used to?. In fact, I argue that defining the original formula cannot be determined precisely, nor
can it be taken for granted (Wray, 2005), yet it is highly likely that in this instance the entire
utterance which can be used to could be one autonomous formula that was overlooked by virtue
of the criteria implemented in AFL and employed in the present study. Therefore, defining the
original formula in this instance followed the criteria elaborated upon earlier.
Third, in a few cases, multi-word formulas in the AFL provided identical wording for a
phrase yet formulated different meanings and perhaps structure. In one example, the AFL
suggested two overlapping formulas that should be one: the same way as and same way as.
Coincidentally, the textbook contained only one instance that included both formulas: “You
usually stress indirect questions in the same way as other questions” (Rea et al., 2015, p. 143). I
decided to choose the same way as and overlook same way as. My justification was that the
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latter phrase cannot probably stand without a preceding definite article, which is the because the
and same formulate inseparable adjacency, which results in the word same almost always being
preceded by the.
A similar dilemma was found with the AFL formula to do so, which might overlap with
two other formulas; one came before and the other appeared after. The textbook-corpus included
only one instance, repeated twice in the textbook, in which the formula to do so was embodied:
“we wouldn’t have to do so many hours” (Rea et al., 2015, p. 73). Indeed, this instance has
raised some doubts regarding whether to consider to do so as an autonomous formula. One such
doubt is that the formula overlaps with the upcoming two-word unit so many, which is highly
collocated to refer to an unspecified quantity of any entity. A second doubt comes from the
phrasal verb have to that preceded the phrase so many. Therefore, it is highly probable that there
are two different two-word units: a) the phrasal verb have to, and b) the collocation so many
which coincidentally came next to each other, leading to confusion between them and the phrase
to do so. Again, this raises the issue of having similar wording for different units of formulas.
Fourth, I noted that many common formulas between the written AFL list and the
textbook covered a wide range of what I termed grammatical formulas. These are formulas that
mostly consisted of functional words through which an utterance: a) can refer to a specific tense
(past, present, future), b) can determine a number, or c) can help in negation by using signals like
not and no. Functional words include, but are not limited to, negation words such as not, no, or
auxiliary verbs such as do, did, has, have, been, is. A vast majority of the grammatical formulas
tend to be less-fixed expressions that are more likely to be a free combination of words. Hence,
they allow variable subjects or auxiliary verbs to substitute each other.
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Scrutiny of the following phrases can explain the following grammatical formulas: they
did not, they do not, we do not, we have seen, it has been, there’s been. Undoubtedly, these six
formulas do not hold idiomatic meaning and cannot provide independent meaning, but they help
refer to specific functions like negation or to indicate particular tenses: past, present, or perfect.
Because they are not restricted by idiomatic meaning, they enable a diverse number of function
words to be used. For instance, adjusting subject pronouns becomes very possible, which would
result in changing the auxiliary verbs (Table 17).
The common spoken formulas between the AFL and the textbook. Unlike the written
AFL formulas, almost half of the spoken AFL formulas were identified in the textbook.
Specifically, the textbook embodied 94 out of the 200 spoken AFL formulas. These are
presented in Figure 4. Notably, unlike written formulas, most of the identified spoken formulas
were found to be identical; 88 formulas (Table 18) compared to only 6 formulas (Table 19) that
were found in the textbook with similar versions. This highlights the degree to which there is
harmony between the spoken register in the textbook and the academic spoken AFL.

Table 16: Shared grammatical formulas between the AFL and the textbook.
they did not

they do not

we do not

there are no

it has been

there has been

we have seen

does not have
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Figure 4: The AFL formulas that were found and not found in the textbook
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The spoken formulas not only outperformed the written formulas in terms of occurrence,
their frequency was also notably higher, even though the textbook is devoted to all four main
skills, i.e. reading, writing, speaking, and listening. In fact, the frequency for spoken formulas
ranged from 1 to 58 tokens, whereas the highest frequency for the written formulas was only 15
tokens. This indicated a big difference between the two registers.
Consideration of the frequency of the common spoken formulas (identical and
unidentical) is thus necessary (Figure 5). The first point of note revolves around the frequency
of formulas, which ranged from 1 to 58 yet contained only 18 categories. Examination of the
categories (Figure 5) shows that the sequential cutoff frequency was registered from 1 to 14.
Random frequency of the identified spoken formulas then took place, i.e. 23 tokens; 36 tokens;
46 tokens; and 58 tokens, respectively. However, the overall frequency for all formulas resulted
in 497 tokens.
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Table 17: Identical spoken formulas between the AFL and the textbook.
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.

Formulas
and you can see
but if you
do you know what
how do we
I mean if you
I think this is
I was gonna say
I was talking about
it's gonna be
nothing to do with
so if you
so this is
talk a little bit
the reason why
this is the
we were talking about
what I want to
when you look at
you don’t need to
you’ve got a
as you can see
at the University of
don’t worry about
I just wanted to
I mean if

Frequency
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
2
2
2
2

I’m not gonna
it doesn’t matter
let me just
look at this
talk about the
the same thing
to look at the
you’re trying to
a look at
and then you
by the way
came up with
come up with
has to do with
how do you know
I’m gonna go
if you have
looking at the
might be able to

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

Rank
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.

Formulas
on the board
to make sure
to think about
was talking about
what do you mean
you need to do
a kind of
at some point
at the end
First of all
if you have a
it might be
one of these
so you can
that you can
to do with
what you’re saying
gonna talk about
tell me what
the best way to
the end of
we need to
you’re interested in
a little bit about
if you want to / if you
wanna
the kind of
you can see
if you were
It could be
it looks like
the end of the
to each other
do you want to
I wanted to
talking about the
there was a
you have a
you want to
at the end of
be able to
you need to
to talk about
look at the

Frequency
3
3
3
3
3
3
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
5
5
5
5
5
5
6
6
6
6
7
8
9
9
9
10
10
11
11
12
13
14
23
36
46
58
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Table 18: Different versions of the spoken AFL formulas found in the textbook.
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Formulas
AFL versions
Textbook versions
no no no no
no no
and so on and so evaluate an idea, check for problems, and so on
yes yes yes
yes, yes, and there are other stories
go back to the
Well, I’d like to go back to that antiques shop
what I mean
What I meant to say was
that make sense Yeah, this map just doesn’t make sense

Frequency
8
3
1
1
2
1

In addition, based on their frequency, all formulas can be divided into three major
groups 17:
13F

a) Formulas with 14 tokens and more (5 formulas resulted in 177 tokens).
b) Formulas with 6 to 13 tokens (17 formulas that resulted in 150 tokens).
c) Formulas with 5 tokens or less (72 formulas that resulted in 179 tokens).
Initial scrutiny shows that a larger number of formulas correlated with a lower frequency and
vice versa. That is, 72 formulas showed the lowest frequency (5 tokens or less), 17 formulas
demonstrated a slightly higher frequency (from 6 to 13 tokens), and 5 formulas presented the
highest frequency (from 14 to 58 tokens). The following section will elaborate on each group
separately.
Formulas with 14 tokens and more. The importance of frequency as an initial indicator
for formulas has been highlighted by several researchers. Biber and Conrad (2004), for example,
defined six indicators to determine formulas: “fixedness; idiomaticity; frequency; length of
sequence; completeness in syntax, semantics, or pragmatics; and intuitive recognition by native
speakers of a language community” (p. 57). Hence, I argue that it is necessary to consider the
most frequent formulas, all of which appeared identically in the textbook. The five most

17

Tables 18 and 19 present all the identified spoken AFL formulas that were found in the textbook.
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Figure 5: A comparison between the frequency and number of identical shared spoken formulas
between the AFL and the textbook
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recurrent formulas yielded 177 tokens: look at the (58 tokens), to talk about (46 tokens), you
need to (36 tokens), be able to (23 tokens), and at the end of (14 tokens). These formulas
therefore meet the indicator of frequency suggested by Conrad and Biber (2004).
In addition, it is clear that the five most recurrent formulas hold idiomatic meaning,
another indicator specified by Biber and Conrad (2004) for identifying formulas. Thus, such
expressions were found to convey specific meaning in the textbook discourse as they
demonstrate clear pragmatic functions. 18 For instance, they showed complete structure, i.e. the
14F

first three formulas consist of phrasal verbs and inserts: a) look at + the, b) to + talk about, and
c) you + need to. In the same vein, the other two formulas (be able to and at the end of) reflect

18

The third research question tackles the pragmatic functions of textbook formulas.
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whole multi-word units that are more likely to be retrieved, produced, and used as whole. Thus,
such formulas meet the indicators suggested by Biber and Conrad (2004).
Furthermore, the phrase be able to always holds a focal meaning of being capable of
doing something. This multi-word unit resembles the word can despite the fact that it contains
multiple words. It is not so divergent from be able to. The multi-word phrase at the end of infers
a locutionary or referential focal meaning; although, the phrase may raise some complications
that were not found within the other most recurrent formulas.
I believe the phrase at the end of deserves a separate elaboration, as it raises some
linguistic issues when defining a formula. Explicating this issue is more likely to impact the way
in which other formulas are looked at and investigated. First, the puzzle of the formula at the
end of is profound in terms of the diverse meanings carried by the same wording, which
unfortunately cannot be conclusively discerned when using corpus search software. This raises
questions if formulas differ based on their wordings or their meanings; however, this question
will not be addressed in the present study. 19 The spoken AFL listed four formulas as follow:
15F

the end of and the end of the
at the end and at the end of
Analyzing the real instances in the textbook sparked confusion by virtue of the variable
meanings conveyed by such formulas. For instance, the following instances were taken from the
textbook, but I have only italicized some expressions:
a- How did he feel during the day? How about at the end of the day?
b- Where can ch occur (at the start, in the middle, at the end)?
c- take notes and ask questions at the end.

19

This issue is also discussed in vocabulary when counting words, i.e., the word bank has one phonology but
different meanings, so will each meaning be counted as one? Or is it the same word regardless of its meanings?
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d- ee in the middle of some words and at the end of words with a stressed syllable.
e- I kept it for emergencies, but in the end I didn’t need it so at the end of the year I gave
it to charity.
f- By the end of the year, Kath was able to use some of the £10,000 salary.
In instance (a), the phrase at the end of the day can be an autonomous phrase that carries
a literal meaning (as shown in this particular instance); although it is highly likely to indicate a
figurative meaning in other utterances. The problem was to define, among the four AFL spoken
formulas above, which formula was incorporated in instance (a). In fact, providing a conclusive
answer was impossible because all of the above formulas: at the end of, at the end of the, the end
of, and the end of could be identified in instance (a). That being said, claiming one of the four
formulas as the one that was identified in instance (a) is not entirely convincing. This is aside
from the fact that the whole phrase of at the end of the day is definitely considered one phrase
when the figurative meaning is used, yet the literal meaning is the one that was found in the
sentence.
Regarding instances (b) and (c), both use the same phrase at the end, yet the first means a
reference to a physical place whereas the second refers to an abstract meaning (time). I
considered them to be the same formula in this study even though I acknowledge their meanings
might be slightly or drastically different.
Similarly, the examples of (d) and (e) include the phrase at the end of (the). In (d), the
meaning is associated with a physical location (at the end of the word), whereas in (e) the
meaning has to do with time (at the end of the year). Regardless of the dichotomy between the
physical and abstract meanings, the wording of both formulas differs with the use of the article
the. This raises questions if the whole phrase at the end of the + [time period]; for example, at
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the end of the year/time/class/week/meeting, is an autonomous formula. Indeed, defining the
original formula cannot be taken for granted.
Finally, for instance (e), I will avoid repetition and only stress the issues that were not
discussed earlier. The phrase by the end of partly resembles at the end of the + [time period] as
both may potentially be followed by a period of time. Therefore, I believe the word by is
attached to the end of, but I cannot assume it is a different formula or the same as at the end of
the.
Discussion of the previous four formulas aimed to shed light on the issue of meaning
variability among formulas whose words are verbatim. Such formulas required qualitative
investigation as corpus software cannot be much help in discerning variable meanings.
Furthermore, such discussion should explain to the reader how the results of the present study
were obtained, i.e. how the analyses were conducted. To remind the reader of the analytical
procedures adopted, 20 the existence of each AFL formula in the textbook was determined,
16 F

including similar versions of all AFL formulas. All textbook instances that included AFL
formulas or similar versions of AFL formulas were also investigated on their own to ensure the
meaning of a formula is the same as the meaning in the sentence. For instance, talk about the as
an imperative phrase differs drastically from give a talk about the because the word talk is a verb
in the first formula and a noun in the second. Finally, discussing this issue under spoken AFL
formulas should alert the reader that this issue is associated more with spoken discourse than
written discourse.
Formulas with 6 to 13 tokens. The cut-off points of the second most frequent group of
formulas ranged from 6 to 13. What was notable about this group? First, there were few

20

This is a brief reminder; the detailed procedures are elaborated further on pp. 98-102.
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structurally overlapping formulas between this group and the top-recurring and least frequent
formulas. For instance, the formula at the end of (14 tokens) belonged to the first group, the end
of the (9 tokens) belonged to the second group, and at the end (4 tokens) belonged to the third
group. Moreover, it was found that similar versions of one formula existed in this group; for
instance, you want to (13 tokens), I wanted to (10 tokens), and do you want to (10 tokens). It is
highly likely that the phrasal verb want to formulates the original chunk whereas different
subjects (e.g. I and you) and auxiliary verbs (e.g. do) were allowed to attach to this chunk.
Second, this group comprised a number of formulas that were amenable to minor changes
or inserts (e.g. subject pronouns). To clarify, the formulas of it looks like (9 tokens), it could be
(8 tokens), if you wanna or if you want to (6 tokens), and you’re interested in (5 tokens) tend to
tolerate minor changes in terms of subjects. This point notwithstanding, they are extensively
used with these subjects in particular. Thus, considering them independent formulas with these
exact subject pronouns might be possible. Therefore, if a formula is used frequently enough it
goes through a fusion process 21 by which it becomes an independent formula (Peters, 1983;
17F

Wray, 2005). An example of this fusion process can be seen in phrases like the white house: this
phrase may refer to any specified white house, yet mostly refers to the house of the president of
the U.S. Therefore, the subject pronouns in the phrases above, e.g. it looks like, if you wanna,
and you’re interested in could possibly be associated with these phrases more than other subject
pronouns. However, due to the limited size of the textbook-corpus, confirming that these
formulas have become independent cannot be taken for granted because this study does not have
a large enough quantity of data to assess and confirm this claim.

21

When an expression is used frequently enough in a speech community, it becomes a formula. More details about
the fusion process are presented on p. 17 and p. 54.
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A marginal point was also noted in that the formula if you wanna was actually the
original formula in the AFL, but in the textbook only if you want to was identified. Both were
considered the same in this study based on the criteria presented in the methodology chapter.
Another point that requires elaboration is that, from a grammatical point of view, both structures
(if you wanna and if you want to) are the same because wanna is considered want + to; however,
both utterances differ phonologically. Thus, it is possible that one might be used more than the
other across different types of registers because the formality level differs in each utterance. The
same holds true for the kind of (6 tokens) and a kind of (4 tokens). The articles the and a cannot
replace each other unless variable meanings or functions need to be conveyed, as shown in the
following examples from the textbook 22:
18F

a- you need to be the kind of person that never gives up.
b- The rows of shapes and designs go around the whole room, like a kind of border.
I would claim that the level of certainty diverges in each sentence, as the first sentence
provides the hearer with an affirmative meaning. In contrast, the phrase a kind of in the second
sentence is not as certain as it is in the first one, and it is even preceded with the word like which
makes it even less certain. This could be because the article a refers to indefinite entities,
whereas the refers to definite entities.
Another point of note is that few phrases in this group tended to show fixedness; they
were more likely to appear as one unit without the possibility of allowing for internal alternation.
For instance, in the phrases to each other (9 tokens), and a little bit about (6 tokens), such
formulas are internally interwoven so that the article a in a little bit about, for example, is not the
same as the indefinite article, instead it is part of the phrase. Biber, Conard and Reppen (1998)

22

When answering the third research question, different functions were found for the two expressions; the kind of
functioned as a specification, whereas a kind of was used for hedging.
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agreed that the preposition of differs from the one in of course because the phrase of course is an
inseparable unit. The same remains true for to each other, as it formulates one meaning and a
clear structure.
Formulas with 5 tokens or less. The third group of formulas ranged from 1 to 5 tokens.
It was the group with the largest number of formulas (72 formulas) and the highest frequency
(179 tokens). Notably, in this group there were similar formulas. For example, at the end (4
tokens) compared to at the end of (14 tokens), it might be (4 tokens) compared to might be able
to (3 tokens), if you have (2 tokens) compared to if you have a (2 tokens), look at the (58 tokens)
compared to when you look at (1 token), to do with (4 tokens) compared with has to do with (3
tokens) and nothing to do with (1 token). As discussed when presenting the results for the two
previous groups, defining original formulas was sometimes difficult. For instance, the following
three formulas were found in the AFL: so if you, if you have, and if you have a. Coincidentally,
the three formulas were identified in only one instance in the textbook: so if you have a problem
you can fall down on your hands and knees. In this instance, tracking down the original
formulas is somewhat confusing. Shall I count so if you, if you have, or if you have a? In this
instance, all three formulas were considered based on the criteria presented in the methodology
chapter.
A notable feature of this huge group was the inclusion of formulas that somehow
appeared to be a free combination of words that might coincidentally appear next to other in
discourse or language. The following formulas: so if you (1 token), that you can (4 tokens), so
you can (4 tokens), and then you (3 tokens), and this is the (1 token) were constructed from
functional words; no content words were found in any of them. In fact, the power of the
statistical methods employed in AFL (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010) can help demonstrate
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formulas such as this that might otherwise go unnoticed. However, I argue that those formulas
do not exhibit unity as they do not offer a clear meaning or function. Nevertheless, it is
justifiable to include them in spoken discourse where functional phrases that help transitions or
connecting ideas are common.
A phrase such as so if you or so you can must be preceded by a previous idea as the word
so will connect both ideas. In the same vein, this is the, and then you, and that you can, are all
formulas found in the middle of utterances or sentences in the textbook. Hence, they cannot
initiate new sentences or utterances; they must be preceded by expressed ideas (see Appendix
G).
This group also contained a large number of formulas that have idiomatic meaning,
which makes sense because this group joins a higher number of formulas. The following
formulas carry idiomaticity: the best way to (5 tokens), what you’re saying (4 tokens), has to do
with (3 tokens), nothing to do with (1 token), by the way (3 tokens), come up with (3 tokens),
came up with (3 tokens), it doesn’t matter (2 tokens), don’t worry about (2 tokens), it’s gonna be
(1 token), what do you mean (3 tokens), on the board (3 tokens), a kind of (4 tokens), at some
point (4 tokens), and first of all (4 tokens). These formulas appear to be whole prefabricated
lexical units. Strikingly, most consist of three words and are likely to trigger the intuition of
native speakers and be considered formulaic units. In fact, idiomaticity and intuitive triggering
were among five indicators that Conrad and Biber (2004) suggested for identifying formulas.
This group also exhibited a salient feature, which can be best explained through
examples. For instance, the formula to do with was shown in these three instances:
a- So what do you think you’re going to do with your life then?
b- people would say that it’s to do with taking risks.
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c- dad really struggled to know what to do with himself when he retired.
In (a) and (c), the meaning of to do with is to some extent similar, but in (b) the meaning and
function differ. Also, in (a) and (c), it seems acceptable for the words you’re going and what to
precede the phrase to do with, yet it is highly likely that going to formulates a separate unit and
what to do with constructs an independent formula. This means that, without statistical
measurement, chunking the phrases in (a) differently can potentially trigger native speakers’
intuition, i.e. what do you think you’re going to do, you’re going to, you’re going to do, and to do
with. I believe all these utterances are potential formulas, so the overlapping phrase to do with
was worthy of mention.
The unidentical spoken formulas. Unlike the unidentical written AFL formulas, few
unidentical spoken AFL formulas existed in the textbook; in fact, there were six overall (Table
19). As shown in Table 19, at least three formulas would not have been included in the AFL if
statistical measurements were not implemented. These are no no no no, and so on and so, and
yes yes yes. These formulas tend to be mostly used in spoken discourse as they tend to occur
naturally in one’s speech, e.g., while a person is engaged in a conversation. Yet, when a speaker
says no once, twice or even four times, this does not change the meaning even though it might
change the function when an emphasis needs to be understood by other interlocutors. The
question that arises now is whether these formulas are worth teaching to L2 learners. However,
this question will not be addressed in the present study. Overall, I did not note any prominent
points that needed to be mentioned regarding the six unidentical formulas (Table 19).
The Results for the Third Research Question
The third research question aimed to ascertain the pragmatic functions of the formulas
identified in the textbook. To that end, the formulas that were determined when answering the
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first research question were also classified according to their pragmatic function. This was
conducted according to the taxonomy developed by Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010). This
section will start by presenting an overview of this taxonomy. The results of the pragmatic
functions of the identified formulas will then be presented. It is important to note that classifying
all formulas for this question will be based solely on their pragmatic functions irrespective of the
number of component words, i.e. 3-, 4-, and 5-word formulas will be put in one list and grouped
on the basis of their pragmatic functions (Appendices H, I, and J present all the pragmatic
functions for all formulas).
Overview of Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’ (2010) taxonomy. The design of this taxonomy
relies heavily on the taxonomy devised by Biber and his colleagues (2004) 23. However,
19 F

Simpson-Vlach and Ellis developed this taxonomy to be more inclusive and precisely accurate.
The new taxonomy is therefore more capable and effective in accommodating the pragmatic uses
of academic English in discourse. Thus, the question that needs to be addressed is: what does the
taxonomy consist of?
Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’ (2010) taxonomy incorporates three essential categories to
which all pragmatic functions belong (Table 20). The first is for referential expressions and is
composed of five subcategories: specification of attributes (a- intangible framing attributes, btangible framing attributes, and c- quantity specification), identification and focus, contrast and
comparison, deictics and locatives, and vagueness markers. The second category is for stance
expressions and is made up of six subcategories: hedges, epistemic stance, obligation and
directive, ability and possibility, evaluation, and intention/volition. The third category is for
discourse organizing expressions and comprises four subcategories: metadiscourse and textual

23

This taxonomy was extensively discussed on pp. 64-69.

143
reference, topic introduction and focus, topic elaboration (a- non-causal, and b- cause and effect),
and discourse markers. 24
20F

Table 19: An overview of Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’ Taxonomy (2010)

Discourse organizing
expressions

Stance expressions

Referential expressions

Categories Subcategories
Specification of
attributes

24

Examples
(a) Intangible framing in terms of, a big fan of, a
attributes
summary of, the sort
(b) Tangible framing the whole of, the name of, the rest
attributes
of the, in the correct form
(c) Quantity
a lot of, a few things, there are
specification
many, do you have any
Identification and focus
use it for, the aim of, the best way
to, are followed by
Contrast and comparison
a big difference, the same or
different, pros and cons
Deictics and locatives
at the beginning of, in the middle
of, on the outside
Vagueness markers
and so on
Hedges
it looks like, it seems like, a kind
of, could I ask you
Epistemic stance
I didn’t know, I don’t know, how
do you know
Obligation and directive
complete the list, write a summary,
have to be
Ability and possibility
can you guess, be able to, I was
trying to, there might be
Evaluation
it’s important to, waste of time,
that’s a good idea
Intention/volition
I’d go for, I’m going to, I’ve been
meaning to
Metadiscourse and textual reference
a short talk about, in the context
of, what does it say
Topic introduction and focus
I’m really into, first of all, how you
feel about
Topic elaboration
(a) non-causal
came up with, encouraged me to,
the thing that
(b) cause and effect
because of the, in order to
Discourse markers
I’m ok thanks, by the way, as well
as, I’m really sorry

When presenting the results in the next section, each subcategory will be defined.
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The pragmatic functions of the identified formulas. This section is devoted to
answering the third research question, i.e. classifying the identified formulas on the basis of their
pragmatic functions. The classification was consistent with the procedures and criteria explained
in the methodology chapter. The following section will therefore provide a definition for each
category and its separate subcategories, while the numbers in brackets refer to the number of
formulas were found for each subcategory. All the examples given are taken from the textbook.
After presenting the results, a brief overview is provided that combines all the findings together
and presents an overall picture.
Category A: Referential expressions. This group aims to “make direct reference to
physical or abstract entities, or to the textual context itself, either to identify the entity or to
single out some particular attribute of the entity as especially important” (Biber et al., 2004, p.
384). According to Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’ (2010) taxonomy, this category comprises five
sub-categories: specification of attributes with three types, identification and focus, contrast and
comparison, deictics and locatives, and vagueness markers.
1) Specification of attributes. This sub-category comprises three further subcategories;
intangible framing attributes, tangible framing attributes, and quantity specification. Each of
these will now be elaborated upon.
a) Intangible framing attributes [13]. Notably, this pragmatic function was found to be
very common in academia as it formed the largest subcategory in the AFL (Simpson-Vlach &
Ellis, 2010). However, only 13 formulas documented in the textbook belonged to this
subcategory. The function of such phrases in discourse is to frame concrete concepts (as in A.1)
or abstract ones.
A.1 I’m a big fan of reality TV shows.
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A.2 revise your notes as soon as possible.
In A.1 and A.2, the intangible framing devices frame an attribute of the following nouns, yet they
can also frame whole clauses as in A.3.
A.3 in what way is it different from other products on the market?
b) Tangible framing attributes [9]. The second subcategory of attribute specifiers is that
of tangible framing devices. These differ from intangible devices in that they refer to physical or
measurable attributes of the following nouns.
A.4 Complete the highlighted expressions with the correct form of these verbs.
A.5 Can you remember the name of your first teacher?
c) Quantity specification [16]. This category identifies specific attributes of following or
preceding head nouns. Specifically, they either enumerate the amount of following phrases
(cataphoric expressions), or they quantify prior noun phrases (anaphoric expressions). Example
A.6 includes a cataphoric expression, whereas A.7 has an anaphoric expression.
A.6 But I don’t have any others.
A.7 It turned out to be one of the best things that ever happened to me.
2) Identification and focus [36]. This is one of the most common subcategories as the
textbook contained 37 formulas that functioned as identification and focus. Simpson-Vlach and
Ellis (2010) claimed that this function is conveyed through expository phrases, which were not
identified in the textbook based on the study criteria, such as an example, such as the, and
referred to as. It can also denote phrases “of stripped-down sentence or clause stems with a
copula, auxiliary verb, or modal construction, such as it is not, so this is, this would be”
(Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010, p. 504).
A.8 Do you know anyone who has saved money for something special?
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A.9 Reporting verbs are followed by different patterns.
3) Contrast and comparison [8]. This function is self-explanatory in that it refers to
when a comparison or contrast is taking place. Such phrases usually include explicit words of
comparison such as same, different, or opposed to. This function was not included in the
taxonomy of Biber and his colleagues (2004) but was added in Simpson-Vlach and Ellis’
taxonomy, which proved very useful, especially for academic English. Simpson-Vlach and Ellis
(2010) stated clearly that this function is extremely important for EAP teaching purposes
A.10 Do you have the same or different opinions?
A.11 What are the pros and cons of buying or renting your home?
4) Deictics and locatives [52]. These are used to identify places, locations, or times. The
location can be a real place in one’s environment, such as The University of New Mexico, or it
can mark temporal or spatial reference points in discourse, such as in table A, and at this point.
Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) stressed that this category is “a small [category] but important”
(p. 505), yet in this study the category was found to be very large.
A. 12 By the end of the night it just seemed really funny.
A. 13 Fahad mentioned a little get-together in the café downstairs after work.
5) Vagueness marker [1]. Based on the cutoff frequency adhered to in this study (three
occurrences), this category could only be shown in one phrase. The function of this category
refers to where “a specific reference is not necessarily exact, or to indicate that there are
additional references of the same type that could be provided” (Biber et al., 2004, p. 394).
Examples include: and stuff like that, and so on, and things like that, or something like that.
Both Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) and Biber and his colleagues (2004) determined a small
number of phrases for this category, four expressions in the former and three in the latter. Thus,
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the present study is reconciled with both Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) and Biber and his
colleagues (2004) as only one expression was identified. Notably, Simpson-Vlach and Ellis
(2010) and Biber and his colleagues (2004) both concurred that this category is important in
academia, particularly in academic speech where the use of such extenders is common.
A.14 Bride receives a dowry, and dowry may be jewellery 25, furniture, and so on.
21 F

Category B: Stance expressions. Combining the views of Simpson-Vlach and Ellis
(2010) and Biber and his colleagues (2004), the pragmatic function of this group is to provide a
frame for knowledge status, to express attitudes toward actions or events, to evaluate a situation,
or to offer hedges for one’s stand or position. Stance expressions encompass six subcategories:
hedges, epistemic stance, obligation and directive, ability and possibility, evaluation, and
intention/volition.
1) Hedges [22]. Hedging phrases offer some measure of mitigation, qualification, or
tentativeness (Hyland, 1998). Some hedging phrases tend to offer multiple functions, yet the
hedging function appears to be more salient (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). I contend that
hedging expressions are very context-based, i.e., some hedging phrases might overlap with other
functions such as ability and possibility. Discerning the hedges depends entirely on context. For
instance, the phrase it’s a good idea might be a statement that describes something or it might be
a hedge when it is used to suggest the listener should do something, as in “It’s a good idea to let
other people have the things you don’t need” (Rea et al., 2015, p. 62).
B. 1 Could I ask you to do something for me?
B. 2 I was wondering if you could help me.

25

The word is written in British English, in American English, it is Jewelry.
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2) Epistemic stance [19]. These expressions revolve around expressing knowledge,
certainty and uncertainty, beliefs, thoughts, or demonstrating claims by others (Simpson-Vlach &
Ellis, 2010). Some phrases might therefore demonstrate dual functions that reflect these multiple
functions. For example, in the formula I don’t think, this phrase was more likely to function as
epistemic in some contexts, or ability and possibility in others. The context was thus always
crucial in identifying the functionality of formulas.
B. 3 What do you think the writer’s opinion is? Why?
B. 4 I don’t know the answer to that.
3) Obligation and directive [80]. Those formulas are “generally verb phrases directing
readers or listeners to do or not do something, or to recall or attend to some observation, fact, or
conclusion”(Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010, p. 506). In fact, most of the formulas in the textbook
were found to be obligation and directive formulas, the dominance of which is to do with the
nature of the register (ELT) of the textbook. Overall, a myriad number of obligation and
directive formulas aimed to provide instructions, thus the imperative forms of phrases were
obviously noted, e.g. write an email, complete the sentences, discuss the questions, and listen to
check. Nevertheless, a few phrases did not seem very authoritative and therefore did not provide
directions. Instead, they held an obligation function, e.g. you need to, I have to, have to be, and
I’ve got to go.
B.5 Put the words in order to make sentences.
B. 6 you need to know that the ﬁre course is our most challenging course.
4) Ability and possibility [21]. Those formulas are used to express ability, e.g. be able to,
can do that, or the potentiality for a proposed idea or action that could possibly take place.
B. 7 There might be a local bus that goes past.
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B. 8 You’ll be able to make decisions immediately.
5) Evaluation [14]. These phrases convey an evaluative voice, such as it is important to,
it is necessary to, it doesn’t matter, and it is consistent with.
B. 9 Mariah says driving was a bad idea.
B. 10 It was a waste of time.
6) Intention/volition [18]. The function of intention/volition is to overtly articulate the
desired activity a speaker plans to do, or to question the listener’s intention.
B. 11 I’ve been meaning to talk to you.
B. 12 On balance, I have to say I’d go for the Arts.
Category C: Discourse organizing expressions. This category comprises four
subcategories: metadiscourse and textual reference, topic introduction and focus, topic
elaboration (a- non-causal, and b- cause and effect), and discourse markers. It is generally more
evident in spoken discourse (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). Discourse organizers are used to
refer to prior or upcoming points in discourse.
1) Metadiscourse and textual reference [20]. This category relies on textual and
discourse references. This is because metadiscourse and textual reference expressions are genrebased and can only be explained by referring to the context in which they appear. For example,
the following phrases can only be understood through the text or context: in the next section, talk
about it, and in the context of.
C.1 What does it say about the questions above?
C. 2 Add expressions from the box to which was and complete the conversation below
2) Topic introduction and focus [27]. This category is totally self-explanatory as its
phrases are used to inaugurate a topic to which the subsequent segments are related. This

150
category could be confused with the identification and focus category. The discerning point is
that the topic introduction and focus category is followed by a segment or entire clause related to
the topic being initiated. In contrast, the identification and focus category specifies a following
element or item, not a whole topic. This category was found to be very common in the textbook.
In addition, some phrases seemed to be related to some other functional category, but when
viewed in their context it was found that these were only titles in the textbook. Thus, the titles
represented topics that will be elaborated upon later in the textbook; for instance, catch up with
old friends, discuss the consequences of decisions, get it right, problems and solutions, refund or
replacement, a happy ending, and ask for help.
C. 3 what’s the problem?
C. 4 Did you hear about that climber who was found three weeks after he went missing?
3) Topic elaboration [14]. This category aims to give more details about a topic and
comprises two subcategories; the non-causal subcategory, and cause and effect subcategory.
a) Non-causal [12]. This subcategory signals an elaboration for the prementioned topic
when there is no causal relationship.
C. 5 Oh, sorry. I meant to say that the aim is to eventually move all your checkers off
the board completely.
C. 6 The thing that bothers me is how it started.
b) Cause and effect [2]. These diverge from non-causal expressions in that they entail a
causal relationship. They are particularly important in academic discourse (Simpson-Vlach &
Ellis, 2010). However, against expectations, only two formulas were extracted from the
textbook.
C. 7 Everyone knows when I’m lying because of the expression on my face.
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C. 8 We need television enthusiasts aged between 18 and 65 to attend a meeting in order
to share their views on what makes a good TV news programme today.
4) Discourse markers [8]. These markers are expressions that facilitate the flow of
language. They can be connectives between two segments, ideas, or topics, such as at the same
time, as well as, and in other words. They can also be interactive expressions; for instance,
thank you very much, nice to meet you, and have a good day. I believe connectives are mostly
phatic expressions that facilitate social communication.
C. 9 problems in small family businesses happen because of bad relationships between
business partners, as well as ﬁnancial issues.
C. 10 I’m OK, thanks. And you?
Combining the details in one picture. Having explained the pragmatic functions of the
identified formulas, it is helpful to put all the results together to form one big picture. This
section will therefore tackle the results in three ways. First, it will summarize the number of
formulas belonging to each pragmatic functional category to determine the degree to which each
category was dominant. Second, it will show the correlation between each group of formulas (3, 4-, and 5-word formulas) and the pragmatic functions; although this is not an essential part of
the third research question. Finally, a brief comparison will then be made between the three
groups of formulas (3-, 4-, and 5-word formulas) and their pragmatic functions.
First, to remind the reader, there were 377 formulas in the textbook. The next step was to
determine which categories of pragmatic function were used most and which were used least.
Figure 6 presents a simple and comprehensible answer to this question. It shows that the
textbook included 135 referential expressions (36%), 173 stance expressions (46%), and 70
discourse organizing expressions (18%).
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Second, to answer the third research question, the number of words in the formulas was
not important because the focus was on which pragmatic functions were covered in the textbook.
I will therefore present three tables (21, 22, and 23) where detailed data on the pragmatic
functions of the 3-, 4-, and 5-word formulas are given.

Figure 6: Functional classification of the formulas found in the textbook

Functions of Textbook Formulas

18%
36%
Referential expressions
Stance expressions
Discourse organizing expressions

46%
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Table 20: A summary of the relationship between pragmatic functions and the 3-word formulas
Groups Rank Subgroups

1

Specification of

(a) Intangible

attributes

framing attributes
(b) Tangible

Numbers of

Sum

Total

formulas

Freq formulas

10

47

5

17

8

81

94

Referential expressions

framing attributes
(c) Quantity
specification
2

Identification and focus

24

123

3

Contrast and comparison

5

32

4

Deictics and locatives

41

240

5

Vagueness markers

1

3

Stance expressions

Total of overall frequency for referential expressions category
1

Hedges

15

83

2

Epistemic stance

10

156

3

Obligation and directive

47

448

4

Ability and possibility

8

57

5

Evaluation

9

43

6

Intention/volition

8

56

Metadiscourse and textual reference

14

165

2

Topic introduction and focus

15

118

Topic elaboration

(a) non-causal

8

44

(b) cause and effect

2

10

7

33

3

4

Discourse markers

Total of overall frequency for discourse organizing expressions
OVERALL TOTALS

97

843

1

expressions

organizing

Total of overall frequency for stance expressions category

Discourse

543

46

270
1756 237

154
Table 21: A summary of the relationship between pragmatic functions and the 4-word formulas
Groups Rank Subgroups

Numbers of

Total

formulas
1

Specification of

(a) Intangible framing

attributes

attributes
(b) Tangible framing

3

13

4

32

7

28

31

Referential expressions

attributes
(c) Quantity
specification
2

Identification and focus

8

43

3

Contrast and comparison

2

8

4

Deictics and locatives

7

61

5

Vagueness markers

0

0

Stance expressions

Total overall frequency for referential expressions category
1

Hedges

5

39

2

Epistemic stance

9

63

3

Obligation and directive

29

138

4

Ability and possibility

11

69

5

Evaluation

4

16

6

Intention/volition

8

48

Metadiscourse and textual reference

4

13

2

Topic introduction and focus

9

82

Topic elaboration

(a) non-causal

3

9

(b) cause and effect

0

0

1

3

3

4

Discourse markers

Total overall frequency for discourse organizing expressions
OVERALL TOTALS

66

373

1

expressions

organizing

Total overall frequency for stance expressions category

Discourse

185

17

107
665 114
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Table 22: A summary of the relationship between pragmatic functions and the 5-word formulas
Groups Rank Subgroups

Numbers of

Total

formulas
1

Specification of

(a) Intangible framing

attributes

attributes
(b) Tangible framing

0

0

0

0

1

3

10

Referential expressions

attributes
(c) Quantity
specification
2

Identification and focus

4

15

3

Contrast and comparison

1

6

4

Deictics and locatives

4

17

5

Vagueness markers

0

0

Stance expressions

Total overall frequency for referential expressions category
1

Hedges

1

7

2

Epistemic stance

0

0

3

Obligation and directive

4

29

4

Ability and possibility

2

28

5

Evaluation

1

3

6

Intention/volition

2

11

Metadiscourse and textual reference

2

7

2

Topic introduction and focus

4

16

Topic elaboration

(a) non-causal

1

3

(b) cause and effect

0

0

0

0

3

4

Discourse markers

Total overall frequency for discourse organizing expressions
OVERALL TOTALS

10

78

1

expressions

organizing

Total overall frequency for stance expressions category

Discourse

41

7

26
145 27
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Within the tables a large amount of data is offered that was not part of the present study,
not only about the formulas and their functions but also about the frequency of functions. In the
next chapter, some implications and relevant explanations will be presented.
Finally, the stance expressions were found to be dominant in the textbook (Figure 7).
This category was in ascendency in both 3-word and 4-word formulas. The next most dominant
category was the referential expressions category, which included a higher number of formulas
for the 3-word formulas. Finally, the discourse organizing expressions comprised the least
number of formulas.

Figure 7: The pragmatic functions of the 3-, 4-, and 5-word formulas

The Pragmatic Functions of the Textbook's
Formulas
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Summary of the Chapter. This chapter was divided into three major parts. Each part
was devoted to answering one of the research questions and included a brief introduction to its
content.
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Chapter 5
Discussions and Conclusion
This chapter aims to achieve one major goal; to give meaning to the study through indepth discussion of the findings. To achieve this, this chapter will first introduce the research
questions then interpret the results presented in the previous chapter. These findings will be
interpreted in the context of the textbook register, i.e. the formulas found in the textbook will be
discussed in conjunction with the textbook. The chapter will then discuss the limitations of the
software implemented in this study. Next, the chapter will present a complete picture to provide
a vivid image of the extent to which the textbook is suitable for EFL Saudi learners. Finally, the
chapter will conclude with a consideration of implications and will make some recommendations
for future studies, followed by the limitations of the study and concluding remarks.
Research Questions
As stated in chapter 1, this study aimed to examine the extent to which an intermediate
English Unlimited textbook (Rea et al., 2015) provides its users with academic formulas. Thus,
the formulas identified in the textbook were compared to the Academic Formulas List (AFL).
The taxonomy developed by Simson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) was then implemented to classify
the pragmatic functions of the formulas identified. This was translated into the following three
research questions:
1. What are the most frequently occurring formulas in the chosen textbook?
2. How are the formulas in the textbook similar to or different from the ones in the
Academic Formulas List (AFL)?
3. What are the pragmatic functions of the formulas in the textbook?
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Discussion and Interpretation of the Results
This section will present the main findings for each research question in turn, along with
in-depth discussions.
Discussions of results of the first research question. The first research question
concerned the identification of formulas in the textbook. The results for this question showed
that the textbook incorporated a total of 342 formulas: 217 formulas; 101 formulas; and 24
formulas for the 3-,4-, and 5-word formulas, respectively (Appendices A, B, and C). Close
scrutiny of the extracted formulas shows that the findings align with Wood (2010a) in that
instructional language prevailed in the textbook. The detected formulas also shed light on
expressions that are used to give directions and imperatives, e.g., listen and underline the letters,
check in a dictionary, listen again and check, and give a talk about, to name but a few. In fact,
the repetition of instructional formulas was notably high.
The major reason for the overrepresentation of instructional formulas has to do with the
register of the textbook. That is, any extracted formulas should reflect the provenance of the
corpus from which they originate (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Wray, 2005). Thus, it is
important to recognize that the textbook consists of units, and each unit introduces a different
theme. Irrespective of these themes, each unit embodies exercises and activities that repeatedly
appear throughout the textbook, i.e. they occur in almost every unit. The textbook user would
therefore encounter formulas in each unit that give directions, such as write a…, read the…,
listen to…, work in groups/pairs.., ask people in the class…, and look at the. Such formulas in
this particular register (ELT textbook) are common, but that does not necessarily hold true for
other types of register.
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Therefore, I argue that several of the extracted formulas, including instructional formulas,
exclusively prevail in the ELT register because there is a direct relationship between the corpus,
the register of the corpus, and the extracted formulas. To clarify, I will first explain the impact
of the corpus on extracted formulas. For instance, Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) partially
relied on the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MICASE) and the British National
Corpus (BNC) when designing their AFL. Consequently, their list included formulas such as the
United Kingdom, the University of Michigan, and in Ann Arbor (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010).
Similarly, Hyland (2008), whose study incorporated corpora from several Hong Kong
universities, found the following formulas in his study: Hong Kong stock market, of the Hong
Kong, and in the Hong Kong. The same phenomenon occurred in the present study as the
textbook-corpus incorporated expressions 26 such as in Saudi Arabia, the Bedouin area, and in
2F

the kingdom (which refers to the kingdom of Saudi Arabia). Thus, it is clear that detected
formulas reflect the provenance of the corpus from which they were extracted.
In terms of the relationship between the register of corpus and the extracted formulas, the
present study clearly demonstrated that formulas for instructional purposes such as look at the
dictionary, use the expressions, use the present simple, use the present progressive, and change
the spelling are closely associated with the ELT register. Examining the previous formulas
reveal that they are only used with L2 speakers who need to check dictionaries, use different
tenses, and check their spellings.
The findings of the study also demonstrated that the textbook formulas were categorized
on the basis of their orthography, i.e. how many words are incorporated into a 3-, 4-, or 5-word

26

These expressions were not counted in the present study because they did not meet the frequency cutoff point (3
occurrences or more); however, these expressions appeared in different versions, such as the Bedouin of, for the
Bedouin, the Bedouin kept animals, the Bedouin keep, and the culture and traditions of the Bedouin.
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formula. The orthographical divisions method has been implemented in many corpus studies
(e.g. Conrad & Biber, 2004; Erman & Warren, 2000; Hyland, 1998; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis,
2010). However, the question that matters most is: does the orthographical division really reflect
the way in which formulas are constructed, used, and produced by language users? In other
words, if a 4-word formula is specified in a corpus, would that necessarily mean the formula is
used and produced by language users as a unit?
In fact, identifying formulas in the present study was consistent with the criteria and
procedures explained in the methodology chapter. Indeed, several researchers agree that
language users produce language in chunks; however, discerning the boundaries of chunks is not
always possible (Butler, 2003; Erman & Warren, 2000; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Sinclair &
Renouf, 1988; Wray, 2005). Therefore, researchers have employed various criteria and
procedures based on their objectives for determining formulas (e.g. Conklin & Schmitt, 2008;
Kecskes, 2010; Siyanova-Chanturia & Schmitt, 2008; Siyanova-Chanturia et al., 2011, 2011).
This means that “no single approach can provide the whole story [of multi-word units]” (Conrad
& Biber, 2004, p. 372). Kecskes (2015) asserted that L2 speakers in particular relied on lexical
chunks (formulas) for language production; but relied less on these than they did in their first
language. Therefore, identifying formulas orthographically does not necessarily reflect the way
they are processed by language users, including L2 speakers.
Specifying criteria to discern how formulas are stored in the mind is difficult. For
instance, Wray (2005) suggested that the lexicon is stored in the mind in multiple storage, and
used the phrase take it slowly as an example. This phrase could refer to an idiomatic meaning,
e.g. to do something in a careful manner, or a literal meaning, e.g. to do something in slow
motion. According to Wray (2005), the phrase is stored in one level of lexicon storage when the
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idiomatic meaning is used because the whole phrase constructs one single choice. Thus, the
language user should need just one retrieval to access the phrase. Conversely, when the literal
meaning is processed, the component words of the phrase should be stored in different levels of
lexicon storage. Consequently, the language user should need more retrievals to access each
word of the phrase. In support of Wray’s suggestion, several empirical studies have found that
language users, both native and non-native speakers, exhibited time differences when processing
several meanings for a formulaic unit (e.g. Conklin & Schmitt, 2008, p. 208, 2012; Jiang &
Nekrasova, 2007; Siyanova-Chanturia & Martinez, 2015). Therefore, this conclusion reveals
that depending on the meaning, the mind may process formulas differently.
Irrespective of the way language is chunked while being used, it was observed in the
present study that the orthographical division supports the claim that language consists of
formulas (chunks). This claim has been proposed by many researchers (e.g. Biber et al., 1998;
Erman & Warren, 2000; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Schmitt, 2004; Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 2005) and
was supported by the present study as many instances in the textbooks were found to be
constructed by formulas. In the following examples, I highlight the formulas with either bold
font or underlined font. First, the following instance incorporated three formulas: you need to
be the kind of person that never gives up. This example included two formulas (you need to and
the kind of person) that were identified in the textbook, and one very common formula (never
gives up). Other examples can be seen in the following: I’m going to talk about the ﬁre courses,
could you tell me what the best way to get to, can you tell me a little bit about your idea?, do
you want to have a look?, what do you need to think about people when planning a trip abroad?,
By the way, we have a spare room if you need somewhere to stay, and I’m going to go shopping
at some point today. Therefore, I concur with the claim that language consists of formulas.
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The findings of the study also demonstrated that overlapping between formulas
sometimes becomes more complex. For example, you know what is a common phrase that is
used in spoken discourse yet some questions were raised when this phrase was found in the
following instance: Do you know what time the coach leaves? Does this instance include one
formula, do you know what time the…; two formulas, do you know + what time; or even several
formulas? Indeed, specifying formulas from this instance was affected by the criteria
implemented in the present study. It is therefore important to note that formulas will always be
determined on the basis of the criteria implemented (O’Donnell et al., 2013; Wray, 2005) and,
regardless of this criteria, overlapping among formulas will take place.
Discussions of findings for the second research question. The purpose of the second
research question was to ascertain the degree to which the textbook included academic formulas.
Thus, I compared the Academic Formulas List (AFL) with the textbook. Out of 400 AFL
formulas, 49 written AFL formulas and 94 spoken AFL formulas were identified. The following
section will discuss the details of this major finding.
First, the chief finding was that the textbook comprised 143 formulas in total: 94 spoken
AFL formulas and 49 written AFL formulas. Given that this textbook is used to reinforce the use
of academic English among Saudi university students, it is questionable whether it can fulfill this
task. I strongly believe that this number of formulas is disappointing. The textbook would be
much better if most of the 400 AFL formulas were included because they are highly prominent in
academic discourse.
Furthermore, the frequency of AFL formulas found in the textbook was not high. By
accumulating the number of tokens each formula showed in the textbook, it was evident that the
textbook contained 497 tokens for the 94 spoken AFL formulas. This means that the textbook
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users should encounter each spoken AFL formula an average of five times throughout the entire
textbook. For the 49 written AFL formulas, only 145 tokens were found. This means that the
textbook users would encounter each AFL written formula around two times on average.
Therefore, the textbook does not include enough AFL formulas (spoken or written), nor does it
offer a high frequency for those which are included. This raises questions about the advantages
of using the textbook to prepare Saudi students in the use of academic English. Based on the
data, I argue that the textbook is not a good source of academic English as most of the AFL
formulas were not found in the textbook.
Another point that is worth noting concerns the overrepresentation of spoken formula to
the underrepresentation of written formula. One possible explanation is that the spoken register,
which is reflected in the speaking and listening content of the textbook, was designed in a way
that reflects the academic spoken register. As a result, around half of the academic spoken AFL
formulas were found in the textbook and these were relatively more frequent. Conversely, the
academic written AFL formulas were represented less in the textbook by virtue of the deficiency
of the design of the academic written register. Despite the assumption that the textbook is used
to reinforce the academic English of its users, it seems that neither the spoken nor the written
academic registers are sufficiently reflected, although the situation for the spoken register is a
little better than that for the written register.
However, even if half of the spoken AFL formulas were found in the textbook, can the
textbook be a good source of Academic English? The answer to this is no. I have two essential
justifications for making this claim. The first relates to the AFL itself, which includes some
formulas that cannot be academic, e.g., yes yes yes, no no no no, and so on and so, the Michigan
University, and the United Kingdom. Second, it has been suggested that repeated exposure to L2
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formulas is very helpful in enabling L2 learners to master L2 formulas (e.g. Bybee, 2010; Ellis
et al., 2008; Siyanova-Chanturia et al., 2011), but the AFL formulas (written and spoken) in the
textbook are not sufficiently present to serve as the required input.
Another point that is worth noting relates to the similarity of structures among the AFL
formulas. This almost always appears to be an internal feature when a corpus approach is used
to identify formulaic sequences in general, e.g., formulas and collocations. For instance, the
AFL, which ultimately was built upon a corpus approach as well as other approaches, contained
many similar formulas. For example, take into account vs take into account the, it is clear vs it
is clear that, and so on.
In the textbook, the corpus included many overlapping formulas. 27 This leads to three
23 F

main points. Firstly, studies on formulaic sequences in general, especially empirical studies,
have always aimed to identify criteria for detecting formulas (e.g. Conrad & Biber, 2004; Ellis et
al., 2008; Kecskes, 2000; O’Donnell et al., 2013); however, none have claimed to capture the full
picture of formulaic language.
Secondly, realizing the overlap among formulas provides solid justifications for the
criteria implemented in the present study, i.e. relying on literature and following rigorous and
detailed steps to distill formulas from the textbook, as well as explore whether the AFL existed
in the textbook. Applying such methodology, which is usually not specified in other studies,
accurately determined formulas in the textbook, and, in turn, ascertained the degree to which
academic English was present in the textbook.
Academic English was measured by comparing the AFL because the goal of designing
the AFL was to identify formulas that “occur significantly more often in academic than in non-
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The methodology chapter presented all the criteria followed to select formulas when overlapping formulas exist.
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academic discourse, and … inhabit a wide range of academic genres” (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis,
2010, p. 487).
Finally, it is important to recognize that, by using statistical measurements in corpus
studies to determine formulas, some problems would almost certainly exist. The overlap among
formulas is only one such problem. At the same time, relying solely on qualitative methodology,
such as linguists’ intuition in determining formulas, also fails to resolve the issue (Wray, 2005).
Importantly, a myriad number of formulas could possibly go unnoticed and therefore frequencies
will be missed. It is for this reason that the present study applied all the criteria of previous
studies and utilized both corpus methodology and qualitative methods to carefully assess the
results when using computer software to search the textbook-corpus.
Discussions of the results for third research question. The objective of the third
research question was to investigate the pragmatic functions of the formulas identified in the
textbook based on the taxonomy of Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010). The previous chapter
presented detailed findings for the pragmatic functions (Tables 20, 21, 22 and Figures 6, 7). 28
24 F

Overall, 377 formulas were identified in the textbook:135 formulas (36%) constructed referential
expressions, 173 formulas (46%) demonstrated stance expressions, and 70 formulas (18%)
established discourse organizing expressions. Puzzling over such findings led to the examination
of issues relating to the relationship between structure and pragmatic function, and the
advantages and disadvantages of the taxonomy. Both points are elaborated on as follows.
The relationship between structure and pragmatic function. Strikingly, it was observed
that minor changes in the structure of a formula could possibly result in changing the pragmatic
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functions of such a formula. 29 To illustrate, similar formulas in the textbook sometimes had very
25F

parallel meanings, yet their functions varied by virtue of the adjustment of their subject
pronouns. For example, the versions of would like to demonstrated the following functions (all
examples are taken from the textbook): I’d like to buy the big thing we saw yesterday
(intention/volition), you’d like to swap room with B (obligation and direction), Well, to be honest,
we’d like to have a bit of peace and quiet (hedger). Modifications of the subject pronouns also
caused other types of change. Thus, could you tell me a little bit about your background was
used as a hedger while can you tell me how to do that functioned as ability and possibility, and
tell me, what was her first job served as obligation and direction.
Furthermore, it was noted that some formulas could have more than one pragmatic
function. For example, in a few instances I was going to played the role of intention/volition,
whereas in most instances it functioned as ability and possibility. Researchers have generally
agreed on the variability of the pragmatic functions of formulas, and have also highlighted the
importance of the context when specifying such a function (e.g. Biber et al., 2004; Hyland, 1998;
Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010; Wray & Perkins, 2000).
Explaining the variability of pragmatic functions cannot be fully elaborated without
shedding some light on their relationship with variability in meanings. For instance, some
formulas have more than one meaning, which results in them having different functions. To
illustrate, most instances in the textbook for what are you doing carried the function of topic
introduction and focus. Thus, whenever this formula occurred, it was followed by details of the
topic that has been introduced. Yet, in one instance, the formula had an idiomatic meaning: this
instance was “Hey, you, what are you doing? Get to the back of the queue” (Rea et al., 2015, p.
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The present study selected the paramount pragmatic function when multiple pragmatic functions occur for a
formula.
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155). The formula here does not introduce a topic or focus, but its pragmatic function in this
instance was classified, according to the taxonomy, as a metadiscourse and textual reference
expression.
In addition, those idiomatic formulas that are more likely to be unanalyzed lexical chunks
(Butler, 2003; Bybee, 2010; Erman & Warren, 2000; Hyland, 2008; Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 2005)
varied from one context to another. To illustrate, comparing a kind of with the kind of resulted in
divergent functions, e.g. the rows of shapes and designs go around the whole room, like a kind of
border (hedger), whereas nursing is the kind of job that requires a lot of patience (specification
of attributes: intangible framing attributes). In the same vein, it’s a good idea to pay bills from
one business account, and keep household expenses completely separate (hedger), and that’s a
good idea (evaluation).
Why is it therefore important to realize the variability in pragmatic functions, especially
for L2 learning? This question can be best answered through an example. For L2 learners,
especially EFL Saudi learners who basically do not have access to L2 outside the classroom, the
two formulas it’s a good idea and that’s a good idea look the same. Yet, it’s a good idea can
initiate a sentence and was therefore found in the textbook as “It’s a good idea to let other people
have the things you don’t need” (Rea et al., 2015, p. 62). The formula in this instance is used to
hedge a suggestion given by the speaker, which implicitly leaves no obligation required of the
listener. This is not the case for that’s a good idea, which usually presents a separate response to
a prior proposed topic and was therefore found in the textbook as one separate utterance or
sentence, e.g. OK, that’s a good idea. Thus, the formula was used to evaluate. Therefore,
recognizing the nuances among the pragmatic functions of formulas can enhance the ability of
L2 learners to use formulas appropriately and in their correct contexts. Unfortunately, these
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nuances are completely ignored in the textbook, which make it even harder for Saudi EFL
learners to realize such variations in usage, especially with no access to L2 outside the
classroom.
The advantages and disadvantages of the taxonomy. I believe Simpson-Vlach and
Ellis’ taxonomy (2010) deserves some in-depth discussion. The taxonomy was extensively
elaborated in the results chapter. 30 For the purpose of expediency, I will first present the
26F

advantages of the taxonomy and then the disadvantages.
The taxonomy relies heavily on that of Biber and his colleagues (2004). In fact, the
revisions and additions made by Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) on Biber et al.’s (2004)
taxonomy has resulted in a more sophisticated framework. In particular, the taxonomy has
become more harmonized with the functionality of academic formulas. For instance, SimpsonVlach and Ellis added the subcategory of contrast and comparison (e.g. as opposed to) whose
pragmatic function is strongly associated with academic English, especially academic written
English. Moreover, all the subcategories added by Simpson-Vlach and Ellis have been found to
be very helpful. For instance, unlike that of Biber et al. (2004), the taxonomy of Simpson-Vlach
and Ellis contains subcategories for evaluation (e.g. it’s important to), hedges (e.g. you may want
to), and cause and effect (e.g. as a result of). In fact, those subcategories provide high utility in
classifying the pragmatic functions of academic formulas in particular. Unlike the taxonomy of
Biber and his colleagues, this taxonomy was also more comprehensive as it included more
precise subcategories. For these reasons, this taxonomy is more capable of classifying the
pragmatic functions of formulas.
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Despite the fact that the taxonomy of Simpson-Vlach and Ellis seems more sophisticated
and advanced, it still exhibits some weaknesses. For instance, in the case of the third research
question, the taxonomy could not, in some cases, reasonably account for all types of formulas.
Other weaknesses will now be addressed in turn.
First, the taxonomy could not always easily classify the pragmatic functions of some
unanalyzed lexical chunks. In particular, some formulas construct single choices such as
compare and contrast, and for here or to go. These are fixed expressions and cannot allow
changes such as *contrast and compare, *to go or for here. The taxonomy would be more
helpful if it included a special pragmatic function that accounts for such fixed expressions.
Other types of formula that need a more descriptive category are those that are used
mostly in speaking. The current categories of the taxonomy can accommodate these, but not
precisely. As stated in the literature chapter, spoken discourse drastically differs from written
discourse 31 in that it includes many complications and expressions that are not found in the
27F

written discourse. To illustrate, daily English speaking includes a plethora of exclamation
expressions (e.g. oh really, I couldn’t believe it!), fillers (e.g. I see, I know, oh no), and other
expressions that can hold multiple pragmatic functions such as hey, what are you doing? (upset
or exclamation), oh no you cannot do that, and so on. Why do such formulas need a special
category or maybe even categories? Such formulas are used to convey many pragmatic speaking
functions that cannot be clear for L2 learners, such as you cannot do that whose meaning is not
literal. Therefore, if a special category or categories were offered, it would be easier to teach
them to L2 learners.
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Another disadvantage of the taxonomy is that the meaning of formulas play an important
role in their use. The taxonomy can therefore only be used when the definition of formulas is
compatible with it. In particular, if the definition of formulas includes discontinuous formulas
such as not only….but also, neither ….nor, and there are three points firstly… secondly…and
lastly, the taxonomy is not able to classify them.
By way of illustration, two of the identified formulas in the current study were I was
going to and I was supposed to. Among several instances of these formulas, the following were
detected:
a) I was going to eat dinner, so I said goodbye to my friend.
b) I was going to go to the cinema, but there was nothing on.
c) I’m supposed to be going out with an old friend tonight, but I’ve got a cold.
The formula of I was going to is highly likely to construct a discontinuous formula in (a) and (b).
It could formulate that I was going to… so and I was going to… but. The same applies to the
formula I’m supposed to… but. I believe these formulas are noteworthy because the concept
needed to use them does not require specific words as it relies on structure which is internal and
consists of two parts. The first demonstrates the desire to do something, while the second part
negates or justifies doing the desired thing.
Therefore, two points need to be taken into consideration. First, many formulas might be
part of discontinuous formulaic sequences, such as it’s not only …but also. Thus, in this case the
taxonomy is only useful in assigning the pragmatic function of the continuous part, e.g., it’s not
only. This would potentially be inaccurate because the whole formula, continuous and
discontinuous parts, need to be explored together. Second, incorporating more developments
into the taxonomy would aid investigation into the discontinuous formulas.

171
Discussion of the Textbook’s Register and the Formulas Identified in the Textbook
I believe that introducing the formulas identified in the textbook and their pragmatic
functions cannot be fully realized without presenting them in light of the register of the textbook.
Thus, the overall aim of the present study was to explore the degree to which the textbook equips
its users with academic English. However, presenting the formulas in the absence of any context
cannot really tell us much, so this section will shed light on the context that carries the formulas,
namely the register. In particular, I will link several studies mentioned in the literature with the
results and register of the textbook, especially those related to L2 learning. Additionally, this
section will offer insights into several issues beyond the boundaries of the current study.
First, it is important to note that the textbook incorporated a large number of multi-word
expressions. 32 It highlighted these expressions in blue font. This finding means that the chances
28F

of learning those colored formulaic sequences are higher as Sonbul and Schmitt (2013)
confirmed that “This certainly suggests the benefits of making formulaic language more salient
in texts for L2 learners through typographical enhancement” (p. 151). 33 Likewise, experiments
29F

conducted by Alali and Schmitt (2012) and Wood (2009) found that explicit learning was more
effective in teaching formulaic sequences. Hence, some exercises in the textbook encouraged
textbook users to use the highlighted expressions: this formula (the highlighted expressions) was
identified in the current study and occurred 33 times. The highlighted expressions in the
textbook always referred to the colored multi-word expressions that were assigned, therefore I
believe the textbook enhances explicit learning for such multi-word expressions. However, the
basis for including these multi-word expressions is not explained by the publisher. Additionally,
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I am using multi-word expressions because I am not referring to formulas that were identified by the author of the
current study, but to all types of formulaic sequences already highlighted in the textbook.
33
The study was reviewed in detail on pp. 60-61.
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the usefulness of these multi-word expressions in enhancing the academic English of L2 learners
is questionable. Finally, the frequency of these multi-word expressions also needs to be
investigated.
A larger question in this study relates to the usefulness of the formulas used in textbooks,
particularly as they relate to academic English, and that is why the AFL formulas were compared
with the textbook. However, similar studies have suggested that the inclusion of formulas in
ELT textbooks was arbitrary and not useful for L2 learners (e.g. Koprowski, 2005; Martinez &
Schmitt, 2012). For instance, Koprowski (2005) investigated three ELT textbooks and found
that many of the multi-word expressions he identified were not useful for L2 learners because
they were infrequently used in academia. Koprowski asserted that the inclusion of such multiword expressions relied on lexis, i.e. the designers were integrating multi-word expressions that
were related to the vocabulary in the textbooks. For example, the combinable expressions of the
two verbs “take” and “put” were included in the textbooks, e.g. put somebody in charge, put a
plan into action, and take a risk (Koprowski, 2005, p. 329). Similarly, the current study found
several formulas that revolved around specific words such as I’d like to, we’d like to, I’m going
to, and I was going to. Having multi-word expressions related to specific words in the current
study casts some doubt on the usefulness of such expressions for textbook users.
The textbook also incorporated several multi-word expressions that could be helpful for
L2 learners, but these were presented in a way that does not encourage the textbook users to pay
attention to them. Many of these expressions sounded idiomatic to the ears of native speakers,
such as get it right, truth and lies, in the news, take part in, ask for help, and ask for clarification,
but were used in the textbook in a decontextualized manner as the titles or names of exercises
and activities. For example, after every two units in the textbook, a section entitled Get it right
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was introduced, which presented grammatical instructions such as using tenses, choosing
prepositions, and common conjunctions. The function of the phrase get it right in the textbook as
a topic introducer drastically differs from its paramount function in other types of register.
The textbook also included some formulas that might not appear in other types of
register. Specifically, there were a large number of formulas that were exclusively used for
teaching purposes in ELT textbooks, such as use the present perfect, present perfect simple,
present perfect progressive, the past simple, the past progressive, the correct form of verbs, and
complete the spellings. Moreover, in accordance with Wood (2010a), instructional formulas that
give directions were also extensively used, such as write an email, read the article, and answer
the questions. Although, amazingly, formulas such as you’re going to might not usually function
as obligation and directive, in the textbook they were mostly used to give directions such as
“You’re going to read about witnesses in court cases. Discuss the questions” (Rea et al., 2015, p.
79). Likewise, Biber and his colleagues stressed that some phrases, when used between a teacher
and student, become obligation and direction, and gave the example of “do you want to be next
Erin?” (p. 391). The dominance of instructional language in terms of its diversity and high
frequency should make instructional formulas salient for L2 learners. The next section will shed
light on the negative influence of the prevalence of instructional language from the perspective
of L2 learning.
Textbook and L2 learning. Investigating the context and frequency of the identified
formulas in the current study definitely enhances an understanding of the textbook register. The
frequency of formulas is a very important and crucial factor when it comes to learning L2
formulas (e.g. Bybee, 2008; Conklin & Schmitt, 2012; Ellis et al., 2008; Siyanova-Chanturia et
al., 2011; Wood, 2010a, 2010b; Wray, 2000). This is because the more an L2 learner encounters
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L2 formulas, the more these formulas are learned. In this respect, two points can be made.
Firstly, textbook users are most likely to learn higher frequency formulas, which in many cases
were the instructional formulas in the textbook. However, most AFL formulas found in the
textbook only occurred three times or less. Subsequently, the frequency of formulas, which is a
very crucial factor for learning L2 formulas and for L2 learning, was not high enough. Thus,
academic formulas need more representation in the textbooks to provide L2 learners with more
exposure to academic English, especially EFL learners in Saudi Arabia whose access to L2
(English) is severely limited. However, the current textbook was a great source for learning
instructional formulas, which may or may not help L2 learners.
Secondly, research has stressed the importance of frequency when learning L2 formulas
(e.g. Bybee, 2008; Conklin & Schmitt, 2012; Ellis et al., 2008; Wood, 2010a, 2010b; Wray,
2000). However, I argue that relying on frequency alone is not enough, especially in ELT
textbooks. To clarify, two instances of the formula on the board (3 tokens) existed in the same
lesson in one page. The same held true for it looks like (3 tokens), which appeared three times in
the same lesson. In fact, several formulas appeared many times within the same lesson or unit.
The point here is that it would probably be helpful for L2 learners to not only have several
exposures to a formula on the same page, but to also encounter the same formula at different
times and in different places in the textbook. I believe the effect of encountering the same
formula several times over a given period would be more helpful than confronting it several
times at once. More pertinently, confronting the same formula over various contexts should
enhance L2 learners’ awareness of the usages and functions of the formula.
Having discussed the formulas that were found in the textbook, I believe it is also
important to discuss what was not found, chiefly from an L2 learning perspective. The present
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study investigated a textbook that is used in a Saudi university to prepare students to pursue their
studies in English. The AFL was thus utilized to explore the degree to which the textbook
embodies academic English. Surprisingly, some very common spoken formulas, particularly
ones used in everyday and academic spoken discourse, were not found in the textbook at all. For
example, none of the following AFL formulas were detected: you know what I mean, does that
make sense, you know what, and thank you very much. The lack of inclusion of such formulas is
not beneficial for textbook users and could even be harmful for L2 users. I consider these
formulas and the like as essential for the following reasons.
Wray (2005) asserted that many EFL learners do not have access to L2 outside the
classroom setting and this increases the difficulty they have in discerning the formulas of spoken
discourse because these are not heard in the EFL learner’s environment. Similarly, Al-Seghayer
(2005) asserted that only 9% of class time in Saudi schools is devoted to learning speaking skills.
Therefore, the textbook is an important source for L2 learners in general, and for Saudi EFL
learners in particular, to address this lack of exposure to spoken discourse. It can be seen that
several formulas (you know what I mean, does that make sense, you know what, and thank you
very much) are mostly pragmatic formulas that might function as fillers in one’s speech. When
an L2 learner does not have such formulas in his/her linguistic repertoire, they might come up
with their own. This might result in awkward or at least nonnative utterances. Thus, an L2
learner, especially an EFL learner who does not have access to spoken English outside the
classroom, would absolutely need to use fillers while speaking. What, then, might an L2 learner
use for such fillers?
Learners of second languages tend to use formulas they are most confident they know (Li
& Schmitt, 2009; Wray, 2005). However, they could also overuse or misuse formulas which
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they repeatedly employ, which is a nonnative way of using (spoken) language (Li & Schmitt,
2009). Therefore, when L2 learners do not have ready-made formula fillers to maintain the flow
of speech, they might either draw upon their own fillers from the L1 system or extensively
overuse what they know from L2. Several studies in the literature have reached this conclusion.
For instance, Wood (2009) explored the speech of a non-native speaker before and after giving
the participant direct instructions regarding which formulas to use when speaking: the participant
showed a significant improvement in terms of including ready-made formulas native speakers
would use. A similar conclusion was also reached by Wray (2004). 34
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Finally, the textbook should also include some explanations of the English used in the
textbook and the Saudi culture, given that the textbook is used in a Saudi university and the
English used is British English. Thus, in terms of spelling, many words or even multi-word units
were found to be consistent with British English, such as town centre, Mum, phoning about a,
socialise, programme, jewellery, and hold the line. 35 In addition, the syntax in the textbook also
31F

aligns with British English. For example, the following constructions tend to be used in British
English: I’ve got to go for I have to go, I’ve got a surprise for you for I have a surprise for you, I
was going to go to the cinema for I was going to the cinema, I am going to go traveling for I am
going to travel; and I haven’t a clue for I don’t have a clue.
Curiously, the textbook presented some issues that are not really part of the Saudi culture.
The concept of smoking, for example, is not usually articulated in the official curricula of the
Saudi Ministry of Education, although it seems to be common among many people. The
textbook includes a conversation about a person who smokes in a non-smoking café. Expressing
the idea of non-smoking in official curricula is not a common practice. The textbook also
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Further elaboration on the studies of Wood (2009) and Wray (2004) is offered on pp. 61-64.
In the textbook, the phrase meant to stay on line while you are on a phone call.
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mentions questions and sentences that include “his/her” to address both genders even though the
education system in Saudi Arabia is still gender-segregated.
Discussion of the Software Used in the Study
The present study mainly relied on AntConc software to identify the textbook formulas
whose pragmatic functions were later classified. Hence, discussing the weaknesses and strengths
of the software is critical.
The AntConc is a form of computer software that has several advantages. First, unlike
many other software programs, it is offered as open-source, i.e., it can be downloaded and used
for free. Likewise, AntConc differs from other software in having a user-friendly interface,
which makes it accessible and easier to utilize, even by people with little experience of
technology. The software, like many other such programs, can accommodate a large amount of
data. In short, the software includes all the features needed for a corpus search.
However, it cannot be entirely reliable when extracting formulas from a corpus. First, the
software cannot discern meanings for the same wording. Thus, in order to was extracted from
the textbook-corpus but the wordstring had two different meanings: a) put the words in order to
make sentences, and b) they are able to co-operate in order to work as part of a group. The two
units that contained in order to refer to two disparate meanings. 36 The software is also unable to
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identify the boundaries of formulas. For instance, the AFL introduced the phrase to do so, but
when the software was used to detect this formula, it found we wouldn’t have to do so many
hours. 37 This instance includes two different units: have to and so many.
3F

In addition, some formulas might reveal several senses, e.g. literal, figurative, or
idiomatic meanings. The formulas of in a queue, for example, constructed different meanings in

36
37

The two units are explained on p. 97.
Further elaboration of this instance is given on p.128.
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the textbook. By way of illustration, a) Due to the high number of calls today, you will have to
wait in a queue to be answered, can be compared to b) how people talk to strangers in a queue.
The former instance refers to an abstract meaning while the latter refers to a concrete meaning.
Another example that might be confusing can be seen in the initial detection of the phrase all the
way. When looking at all instances of the phrase, each demonstrated different formulas and/or
meanings as follows:
a) You’re trying to move your checkers all the way round to the other side.
b) Anyway, the taxi driver was really nice and drove us all the way here.
c) So if you have a problem you can fall down on your hands and knees and they will put
you out using fire extinguishers, spraying you headfirst all the way down to your feet.
Therefore, the software cannot discern the different meanings carried by the same wordstrings.
Another drawback of the software is that it is unable to differentiate between parts of
speech for the same word. For example, the software search returned the formula talk about the,
but, while I was checking all the instances of the formula, I found the word talk to be used as a
verb in talk about the and as a noun in write a short talk about the people. Unquestionably, the
wordstring of a short talk about the was not counted with talk about the because they are
different and the word talk represented different parts of speech in each instance.
In addition, the software cannot be of much help in distinguishing the beginning and end
of utterances or sentences. For example, it suggested the wordstring of you can see the but the
original instance was “So, er, as you can see, the European results have been very good indeed”
(Rea et al., 2015, p. 100). It is more probable that you can see is one formula that is then
followed by the European.
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Furthermore, there was a special problem that might not arise in other corpora but did so
in this textbook-corpus. Because the corpus I was searching was an ELT textbook, it contained
alphabetical numeration which is read by the software as an independent word. For example, in
a + look at…, the software read this as one formula, a look at. Thus, I also had to eliminate such
mistaken wordstrings. The same held true for why? + do you think…, which was read as why do
you think; although they constructed two different utterances: why? and do you think.
In conclusion, while relying solely on human ability to extract formulas from
considerable data is not achievable, neither is the use of software entirely reliable. Therefore, I
suggest following the method employed in the present study, which was to initiate a search of
linguistic data with software followed by a qualitative examination to filter the initial results. It
is time consuming, but more accurate; although for huge corpora additional criteria should be
implemented to minimize the problems with software.
Overall Picture of the Whole Study
The textbook investigated in the present study was a sample of language discourse.
Exploring the formulas that existed in the textbook has enabled me to come to several
conclusions. This section will firstly connect all the scattered findings of the present study into
one brief conclusion. Second, it will present the theoretical and methodological contributions of
the present study. The section will then go on to cast light on several features of formulaic
language. I will then present some suggestions for teaching English to EFL learners, followed
by proposed methods for selecting an ELT textbook for instructional purposes. Finally, the
chapter will suggest avenues for future research and offer a final conclusion.
A large number of researchers have concluded that language consists of formulas (e.g.
Erman & Warren, 2000; Michel Lewis, 1993; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992; Schmitt, 2004;
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Sinclair, 1991; Willis, 1990; Wray, 2012). The question that needs to be asked is whether the
current study stands in line with this conclusion. The short answer to this is yes. A more
elaborate answer demonstrates that various instances in the textbook were constructed of
formulas and collocations (two-word units). The following presents examples taken from the
textbook where some phrases are in bold font and others are in italics.
a) It’s important to have your own money so that you can take care of your personal
needs.
b) But research has shown that you can’t always rely on these witnesses to give an
accurate account of events.
c) you need to be the kind of person that never gives up.
d) I’m going to talk about the ﬁre courses.
e) Could you tell me what the best way to get to Paris?
f) By the way, we have a spare room if you need somewhere to stay.
g) I’m going to go shopping at some point today.
In short, as a sample of language discourse the textbook includes many instances that are
constructed of multi-word expressions.
Based on the current study, I will therefore make the following theoretical and
methodological observations. One of the criteria applied in the present study was the specified
range of 3-, 4-, and 5-word formulas. Through the identification of formulas within this range, I
could see that formulas in language are not always separated from each other, instead they often
overlap. For example, the expression thank you very much indeed might construct one whole
formula, two formulas, or even more. Deciding on the number of formula(s) in this utterance
relies on deciding on the beginning and end of each formula, which cannot be specified
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conclusively and varies according to the criteria implemented by researchers, e.g. a 3-word
formula would mean thank you very, and a 4-word formula would mean thank you very much. In
line with this conclusion, some researchers have asserted that the final word in a formula could
be the beginning of another formula (Conrad & Biber, 2004; Wray, 2005).
Furthermore, in the present study a-cutoff point of three for frequency was implemented.
However, it is necessary to note that, in general, frequency is not enough of an indicator for
formulas (e.g. Biber et al., 1998; Hyland, 2008; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). For example,
some formulas might be commonly known among English language speakers, such as have faith
in, yet this formula was not detected because it was less frequent in the textbook. Therefore,
identifying formulas in this and other studies cannot be conclusive, as any change in the criteria
would mean other formulas will be found.
I could also see from this study that formulas have certain characteristics. For instance, I
noted that formulas might have structural restrictions (Erman & Warren, 2000; Schmitt, 2004;
Wray & Perkins, 2000) which means they have to be used in a specific manner. For example,
the formula did you hear about is primarily used to introduce something that has happened in the
past. When this formula is used in the present, such as do you hear about, it might convey a
different meaning. Another example can be seen in the same or different, which cannot be the
*different or same, nor can it be *different or the same. Likewise, the formula has nothing to do
with, has to do with, or has something to do with cannot be *has thing to do with. Another kind
of restriction was seen in made me much more and some of the most, as both should only be
followed by adjectives.
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Conclusion
Formulaic language is very complicated, yet it is very important. How, then, can it be
taught to EFL learners? The literature presented numerous studies and experiments that have
addressed the teaching and learning of formulaic language; 38 I will now draw on those studies
34F

and present several straightforward recommendations. First and foremost, choosing the right
textbook for teaching English is extremely important (the next section will present some
suggestions for selecting a textbook). In addition, several studies exploring L2 learning have
shown that explicit teaching for formulas helps L2 learners to master L2 formulas (e.g. Li &
Schmitt, 2009; Rahimi & Momeni, 2012; Sonbul & Schmitt, 2013; Wood, 2009; Wray, 2004).
Third, presenting formulas in their contexts to L2 learners and highlighting them would enhance
their mastery of such formulas (Sonbul & Schmitt, 2013).
Furthermore, several researchers agree that non-native speakers cannot receive the same
exposure to L2, even in ESL environments (Bybee, 2008; Ellis et al., 2008; Wray, 2000). For
instance, Ellis et al. (2008) observed that non-native speakers were roughly exposed to 10,000
words per day compared to 30,000 words for native speakers. If this was the case in ESL
environments, then the situation in EFL contexts is even worse. Therefore, L2 instructors should
rely heavily on increasing exposure to L2 formulas when teaching English. In fact, many studies
and articles have highlighted the role of exposure in learning L2 formulas and have shown that
more frequent formulas are easier for L2 learners to use and acquire (e.g. Bybee, 2008; Conklin
& Schmitt, 2012; Ellis et al., 2008; Martinez & Schmitt, 2012; O’Donnell et al., 2013; Willis,
1990; Wray, 2005).

38

Revise pp. 59-64.
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The EFL context, particularly in Saudi Arabia, lacks the exposure to spoken discourse.
This means that learners are not exposed to numerous spoken formulas, let alone the different
types of register for language use. Many ELT textbooks attempt to imitate various registers by
integrating thematical topics, e.g., at the airport, at the café. These cannot, however, resemble
the reality of language use, especially if the textbook is not built on the basis of formulas. Thus,
to overcome the lack of exposure to spoken discourse, I suggest implementing the workshops
that Wood (2009) applied in his study to improve the spoken language of EFL learners. These
workshops explicitly presented formulas used by native speakers that were taught to a
participant, who then showed significant development in her subsequent speech. To clarify, the
formulas were presented in context, so the participant could recognize how to use them. Later,
the participant could use them appropriately. Based on Wood, Saudi universities could develop
similar workshops to supplement the lack of exposure to academic formulas.
In terms of selecting an ELT textbook for Saudi learners, some recommendations are as
follows. First, the more a textbook is built on academic English, the more it provides learners
with high utility L2 formulas. To assess the academic English in a textbook, I suggest
comparing it with the Academic Formulas List (AFL) (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010) and the
Phrasal Expression List (PHRASE List) (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012). Both are formula-based,
and the designers of both lists hope to integrate their lists into L2 curricula, e.g. ELT textbooks
and materials, tests, and language teaching. Additionally, the more a textbook is built upon
formulas, the more it is recommended. It would also be very helpful if ELT publishers list the
formulas in the back of their textbooks have them available online, so assessing their textbooks
would become easier.
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The inclusion of formulas can be evaluated in two ways. Firstly, by searching the
textbook using corpus software, e.g. AntConc. This kind of search can reveal how the textbook
language is structured. Secondly, a qualitative exploration is needed to determine the extent to
which the textbook activities, exercises, and reading passages enable the textbook users to utilize
formulas.
In conclusion, this study aimed to ascertain whether an ELT textbook used in a Saudi
university is equipping its users with the ability to use academic English. The textbook included
numerous formulas but this inclusion was subjective, a conclusion also reached by Koprowski
(2005) and Chen (2010). The diversity and overrepresentation of formulas that serve academic
purposes were also not enough. The prevailing of instructional formulas was notable. Thus, the
textbook cannot enhance the academic English of 18000 Saudi students who currently study this
textbook. As a result, according to Martinez and Schmitt (2012), “the importance and
prevalence of formulaic language in the lexicon is now clear, as is the need for a principled way
to more systematically include formulaic sequences in L2 pedagogy” ( p. 316). What, therefore,
is needed now?
To determine this, I will organize the full picture of this study as follows. First, the
importance of learning formulas for mastering L2 has been pointed out by numerous researchers.
Second, the problem of the arbitrary inclusion of formulas in L2 textbooks has also been
mentioned by several researchers. Third, many researchers have conducted studies and
experiments to explore better ways to learn L2 formulas. In terms of considering what can be
done, I strongly believe that what is required is to pedagogically utilize all research and studies
to design substantive and well-designed ELT curricula. In other words, researchers have laid the
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groundwork for ELT publishers, therefore publishers need to utilize research on formulas and
implement what has been found in the textbooks.
Based on this conclusion, I recommend that future studies explore whole series of ELT
textbooks. Specifically, the most important recommendation is to conduct more studies on
publications of ELT textbooks, as few researchers have now started exploring such textbooks.
Despite this, investigating the criteria and principles on which ELT publishers design ELT
textbooks remains uncharted territory. Therefore, pointing out the weaknesses of ELT textbooks
was only the first step: investigating the way such ELT textbooks are designed should be the
second.
Limitations of the Study
1. The size of the textbook-corpus is limited and only included 84,606 tokens.
2. The range of three- to five-word formulas cannot capture all types of formulaic sequence
in the textbook.
3. Implementing a cutoff frequency point of three tokens.
4. Classifying the pragmatic functions of the formulas was reconciled with Simpson-Vlach
and Ellis’ (2010) taxonomy.
5. Consulting experts on classifying the pragmatic functions of formulas for every single
formula was not always possible.
Concluding Remarks
The principle aim of the current study was to investigate the inclusion of academic formulaic
language (measured as formulas) in an EFL textbook used in a Saudi university. The major
findings of the present study have revealed that the textbook included a considerable number of
instructional formulas. The findings also demonstrated that the textbook comprised 143
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academic formulas in total: 94 spoken AFL formulas and 49 written AFL formulas. Given that
this textbook is used to reinforce the use of academic English among Saudi university students, it
is questionable whether it can fulfill this task. I believe that this number of formulas is
disappointing. Finally, I hope that the present study has added to the knowledge of the inclusion
of formulaic language in ELT textbooks and that these findings improve the design of ELT
textbooks and facilitate the teaching of L2 formulas.
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Appendix (A)
Three-word Formulas Identified in the Textbooks Based on the Cutoff Frequency of Three
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.

Frequency
64
46
40
39
34
33
32
25
7
30
25
23
23
22
22
21
21
12
5
4
19
17
17
17
16
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
13
13
13
13
13
13
12
11
10

3-word Formulas
do you think
to talk about
a lot of
you need to
answer the questions
the highlighted expressions
I don’t know
I didn’t know
complete the sentences
discuss the questions
be able to
do you know
read the article
take turns to
at the moment
it’s a bit
be a bit
I’m a bit
what to do
get it right
groups of words
have you ever
present perfect simple
all the time
circle a number
do you agree
for more practice
have the same
listen to check
on each line
your own ideas
can you remember
check your ideas
I have to
in your country
it’s important to
with a partner
ask and answer
in the end
a long time
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38.
39.

10
10

40.
41.
42.

10
10
10

43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.

9
9
9
9
9
8
8
8
8
8
8
8
8
8
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
7
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6

75.
76.
77.
78.
79.

6
6
6
6
6

6
4

6
4

3
3

a lot more
a problem with
the problem with
as well as
pairs of words
the kind of
a kind of
complete these sentences
have to do
in the future
more likely to
work in pairs
a big difference
a bit more
around the world
I don’t think
in the morning
it could be
present perfect progressive
to be honest
would you mind
check your spelling
have to be
more than one
most proud of
the fact that
waste of time
write an email
write ten words
a bit of
a little bit
a summary of
as soon as
choose ten words
compare your ideas
cover the text
I used to
if I’d known
it looks like
looked like a
make a list
my best friend
over the years
take part in
talk together about
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80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.
101.
102.
103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.
123.
124.

6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

tell each other
the beginning of
the other day
the sort of
the thing that
true for you
what kinds of
what’s going on
what’s the problem
use the expressions
ask for a
because of the
check your answers
chest of drawers
from the box
I think that
in order to
in the class
in the world
on the beach
on the internet
sort of person
that reminds me
the real world
the red sea
the world cup
use the past
work in groups
write a short
a few things
a happy ending
as long as
as lovely as
ask for help
at some point
at the beginning
at the start
away from home
compare and contrast
do it again
encouraged me to
first of all
for the weekend
get rid of
hold the line
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125.
126.
127.
128.
129.
130.
131.
132.
133.
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.
139.
140.
141.
142.
143.
144.
145.
146.
147.
148.
149.
150.
151.
152.
153.
154.
155.
156.
157.
158.
159.
160.
161.
162.
163.
164.
165.
166.
167.
168.
169.

4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

hours per day
in the café
in the evening
in the last
in the mirror
in what way
it might be
make notes about
make sentences about
need to talk
of our time
on the front
read the introduction
the front of
the most common
the most interesting
the name of
the next day
the only way
the thing is
there are many
there might be
tone of voice
trying to say
used to be
what’s interesting is
would have been
a bad idea
a big thing
a direct object
a number of
a short vowel
and so on
at that time
at the weekends
back at home
by the way
came up with
can you guess
compare your notes
complete the list
complete the words
did you ever
exactly the same
for a while
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170.
171.
172.
173.
174.
175.
176.
177.
178.
179.
180.
181.
182.
183.
184.
185.
186.
187.
188.
189.
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.
196.
197.
198.
199.
200.
201.
202.
203.
204.
205.
206.
207.
208.
209.
210.
211.
212.
213.
214.

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

get to know
go and see
good for you
have a shower
I’d go for
I don’t know what
I feel very
I really like
I’m ok thanks
I’m really into
I’m really sorry
in a queue
in front of
in my opinion
in terms of
it seems like
it would’ve been
keep in touch
made a joke
made in china
not at all
not good for
off the board
on the board
on the ice
on the news
on the outside
on the side
piece of equipment
problems and solutions
pros and cons
read each other’s
read other people’s
the aim of
the highlighted words
the whole of
there’s no way
to be fair
up to now
use it for
whether or not
would have to
would you say
write a factual
write a summary
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215.
216.
217.

3
3
3

you know that
you’re looking for
you’re looking well
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Appendix (B)
Four-word Formulas Identified in the Textbooks Based on the Cutoff Frequency of Three
Rank
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
6.

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

12.
13.
14.
15.

Frequency
106
31
24
11
8
8
8
7
5
4
45
14
14
14
3
40
33
6
3
35
9
9
8
5
4
30
24
9
8
4
3
20
19
14
5
18
16
8
8
16
7
6
3
15
13
13
10
5
5

4-word Formulas
you're going to
I’m going to
I was going to
are we going to
are you going to
we’re going to
you were going to
we were going to
it’s going to
can you do these things
I can't do this
I can do this well
you can’t do that
what do you think
how do you think
why do you think
would you like to
would like to
I’d like to
we’d like to
you’d like to
grammar reference and practice
I’m supposed to
I was supposed to
you’re supposed to
it was supposed to
in the middle of
could you tell me
can you tell me
at the end of
can be followed by
are followed by
do you have a
do you have the same
do you have any
hopes dreams and ambitions
could I ask you
in the correct form
give a talk about
giving a talk
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16.
17.
18.

10
10
10

19.
20.

10
9

21.

9

22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.

9
9
8
7
7
7
7
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
4
4
4
4
4
4

7
3
3
3
3
6
3

go to the cinema
listen again to check
look at the sentences
look at the pictures
the rest of the
I’d absolutely love to
I’d love to
I would love to
it’s a good idea
that’s a good idea
practise saying the sentences
with your own ideas
you need to know
a big fan of
summarise what people say
use the present perfect
what would you do
can you think of
did you hear about
I’ve lived in
one of the most
test your partner’s spelling
what are you doing
with the correct form
a waste of time
compare with a partner
did you hear that
do something for me
do you know when
how do you feel
how you feel about
I was trying to
I’ve got to go
listen again and answer
listen to each other
on the way to
the best way to
the same or different
what shall we do
an important part of
by the end of
circle the correct choice
clarify what you’re saying
complete the questions with
I don’t know how

196
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.
101.

4
4
4
4
4
4
4
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

I have to say
I’ll never forget
I’ve never been
it’s hard to
make a list of
what does it say
write a web posting
a cup of tea
a long time ago
a refund or replacement
a short talk about
at the beginning of
check in a dictionary
different parts of the
do you know how
for about a year
give me a second
got me interested in
have a look at
have some doubts about
have you ever had
hold on a minute
how do you know
I couldn’t believe it
I don’t have any
I’m afraid I can’t
I’m thinking of
I meant to say
I think it was
I’ve been meaning to
if you’re interested
in the context of
in the correct order
made me much more
one of the best
read again to check
read an article about
there could be one
what do you mean
what kind of person
what kinds of things
where’s the nearest
write a factual report
write a hotel review
you have to be
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Appendix (C)
Five-word Formulas Identified in the Textbooks Based on the Cutoff Frequency of Three
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.

Frequency
11
9
8
7
7
6
5
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

5-word Formulas
look at the highlighted expressions
listen and underline the letters
I’ve always wanted to
at the end of the
I was wondering if you
put the words in order
to be one of the
catch up with old friends
discuss the consequences of decisions
give yourself time to think
I need to tell you
I’ll get back to you
the doer of the verb
the end of the day
at the end of words
best things that ever happened
by the end of the
do you know anyone who
it turned out to be
it's important to remember that
one of the best things
think of myself as a
to win at all costs
would you hold the line
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Appendix (D)
The Written Academic Formulas List (AFL)
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

Written AFL
on the other hand
due to the fact that
on the other hand the
it should be noted
it is not possible to
a wide range of
there are a number of
in such a way that
take into account the
as can be seen
it is clear that
take into account
can be used to
in this paper we
are likely to
in the next section
a large number of
the united kingdom
on the basis of the
that there is no
over a period of
as a result of the
can be seen in
a wide range
there are a number
it is interesting to
it is impossible to
it is obvious that
it is possible to
it is not possible
been carried out
can be found in
it is important to
was carried out
is likely to be
wide range of
the same way as
due to the fact
in accordance with the
it is necessary to
the other hand

Rank
101.
102.
103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.
123.
124.
125.
126.
127.
128.
129.
130.
131.
132.
133.
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.
139.
140.
141.

Written AFL
appears to be
to do so
there are no
on the other
has also been
it is worth
can be found
the next section
are a number of
this paper we
be seen as
be related to the
to ensure that
it is important
be explained by
same way as
see for example
the presence of a
that it is not
in some cases
to the fact that
high levels of
most likely to
it appears that
it follows that
can also be
it is clear
by virtue of
the most important
an attempt to
it is impossible
factors such as
is consistent with
total number of
similar to those
as part of the
can be considered
at the outset
in more detail
should not be
could be used
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42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.

can be seen
it is likely that
such a way that
to carry out
it is possible that
with respect to the
give rise to
carried out by
whether or not the
in the present study
should be noted
be carried out
the other hand the
does not appear
his or her
is not possible to
shown in figure
be used as a
for the purposes of
be regarded as
to ensure that the
allows us to
it has been
little or no
carried out in
to distinguish between
in accordance with
they do not
at this stage
is based on the
shown in table
in the absence of
we have seen
to determine whether
in the context of
a high degree
the difference between the
an increase in the
it is possible
can be achieved
insight into the
can be expressed
we assume that
they did not
there has been

142.
143.
144.
145.
146.
147.
148.
149.
150.
151.
152.
153.
154.
155.
156.
157.
158.
159.
160.
161.
162.
163.
164.
165.
166.
167.
168.
169.
170.
171.
172.
173.
174.
175.
176.
177.
178.
179.
180.
181.
182.
183.
184.
185.
186.

appear to be
as a consequence
in this article
assumed to be
in the form of
as a whole
important role in
it is interesting
does not have
none of these
as shown in
is likely to
this means that
be noted that
be achieved by
depends on the
at least in
a small number
in table 1
in most cases
depending on the
in both cases
the validity of the
small number of
their ability to
need not be
needs to be
have shown that
it is necessary
been shown to
such as those
are as follows
for this purpose
is determined by
it is difficult
even though the
this does not
was based on
the nature of the
in the course of
degree to which
be argued that
in terms of a
for this reason
are based on
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87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.

on the part of
in this paper
the purpose of this
less likely to
a large number
can easily be
with regard to
there are several
over a period
in this case the
in conjunction with
at the time of
we do not
has been used

187.
188.
189.
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.
196.
197.
198.
199.
200.

in a number of
two types of
the total number
is more likely
which can be
are able to
be considered as
be used to
b and c
depend on the
is that it is
is affected by
should also be
if they are
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Appendix (E)
The Spoken Academic Formulas List (AFL)
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

Spoken AFL
be able to
blah blah blah
this is the
you know what I mean
you can see
trying to figure out
a little bit about
does that make sense
you know what
the university of michigan
for those of you who
do you want me to
thank you very much
look at the
we're gonna talk about
talk a little bit
if you look at
and this is
if you look at the
no no no no
at the end of
we were talking about
in ann arbor
it turns out that
you need to
see what I’m saying
take a look at
you have a
might be able to
at the end
you want to
to do with
nothing to do with
know what I mean
you look at
university of michigan
what I’m talking about
the same thing
to look at
the end of
gonna be able to

Rank
101.
102.
103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.
123.
124.
125.
126.
127.
128.
129.
130.
131.
132.
133.
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.
139.
140.
141.

Spoken AFL
make sure that
end up with
and you can see
came up with
doesn't have to be
I mean if you
you've got a
gonna talk about
how many of you
I mean if
look at it
piece of paper
and so forth
and you can
looking at the
we're gonna talk
go back to the
you know what I’m
that you can
we're looking at
what I mean
do you know what
how do you know
you don't need to
you're looking at
turns out that
it could be
figure out what
if you've got
I wanted to
you could you could
might be able
trying to figure
what you're saying
we have to
I’m talking about
so you can
this kind of
don't worry about
it's gonna be
if you have a
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42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.

we're talking about
to figure out what
so if you
so this is
if you want to
no no no
if you have
come up with a
we talked about
when you look at
in order to get
the end of the
oh my god
come up with
I was gonna say
and then you
a kind of
it doesn't matter
has to do with
you can look at
do you want me
little bit about
if you look
I just wanted to
you're talking about
what does that mean
the best way to
if you want
you know what i
we've talked about
we'll talk about
let me just
I was talking about
has to be
to talk about
it turns out
those of you who
you might want to
first of all
and so on and so
there was a
at the university of
yes yes yes
you can see that
I have a question

142.
143.
144.
145.
146.
147.
148.
149.
150.
151.
152.
153.
154.
155.
156.
157.
158.
159.
160.
161.
162.
163.
164.
165.
166.
167.
168.
169.
170.
171.
172.
173.
174.
175.
176.
177.
178.
179.
180.
181.
182.
183.
184.
185.
186.

wanna talk about
so you can see
I want you to
to look at the
to each other
the kind of
at this point
one of these
and if you
you think about it
talk about the
it might be
for those of you
to do with the
I’m not gonna
was talking about
have to do with
tell me what
look at this
in a sense
okay I don't know
I’ll talk about
you need to do
do you want
we talk about
any questions about
come back to
you can see the
the reason why
it in terms of
what I want to
we looked at
if you wanna
take a look
if you were to
I’ll show you
talking about the
that make sense
this is this is
how do we
we were talking
wanna look at
you're trying to
a look at
if you were
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87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.

it has to be
we need to
what I’m saying
you want me to
all sorts of
as you can see
to figure out
keep in mind
what do you mean
it looks like
let's look at
you look at the
to make sure
if you wanted to

187.
188.
189.
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.
196.
197.
198.
199.
200.

you're interested in
to think about
gonna be able
by the way
we look at
I think this is
but if you
at some point
I’m gonna go
thank you very
can look at
what happens is
on the board
um let me
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Appendix (F)
The Common Written Formulas between the AFL and the Textbook
Rank Frequency Shared Formulas
1. 1
due to the fact that
2. 3
it is not possible to

3.

9

there are a number
of

4.
5.

1
2

it is clear that
can be used to

6.

1

can be seen in

7.
8.

1
3

it is interesting to
it is impossible to

9.

2

it is possible to

10. 1
11. 15

it is possible that
it is important to

Concordances
her success is due to the fact that she so easily
combines modern
- Is it possible to get to know someone well online?
- it has not always been possible to identify the
sources.
- Is it possible for everyone to have the same
chances of winning.
- to develop a number of children’s accessories.
- There have been a number of scandals.
- The scientists have analysed the data and
identified a number of simple tests.
- However, a growing number of Bedouin have
moved into urban areas.
- Due to the high number of calls today, you will
have to wait in a queue to be answered.
- [scientists] have found a possible link between the
number of hours a child watches TV and how
accident-prone they are.
- the same number of points that are shown on the
two dice.
- to talk about the number of times something
happened.
- You also use it to talk about the number of times
something
has happened.
- It is clear that it was in a military fight.
- Which can be used to: a criticize b suggested
alternatives?
- My bag – called the easybag – can be used with
any
pram or buggy.
- Traditional Bedouin tents are made of animal hair,
and these can be seen in Wadi Rum.
- it will be really interesting to meet him.
- I’d say it must be impossible to relax, though.
[found 3 times]
- Is it possible to get to know someone well online?
- it has not always been possible to identify the
sources
- it’s possible that it will be crowded on Saturday
- it’s important to have a clean house.
- It’s important to …
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12. 1

the same way as

13. 3

whether or not the

14. 3

be regarded as

15. 1

to ensure that the

16. 8

it has been

17. 6

they do not

18. 3

is based on the

19. 3

we have seen

- It’s important to see.
- It’s important to manage money in the right way
[found 2 times].
- It’s important to have your own money.
- It’s important to write things down.
- It’s important to …
- it’s important to remember [found 3 times].
- it’s important to thank people.
- It’s important to have your own money.
- It’s important not to use your own personal
money.
- it’s important not to fall into the trap.
- You usually stress indirect questions in the same
way as other questions.
- Some experts believe that whether or not you take
risks in life has a lot to do with your upbringing.
- to predict whether or not a person is lying.
- it was always a personal decision whether or not
to dope.
- Bob Hincton had been regarded as a future
leader.
- Maybe work isn’t regarded as so important over
there. [found 2 times]
- to ensure that the URLs for external websites
referred to in this book are correct.
- It’s been a long time.
- it’s been arranged. [found 2 times]
- it’s been done really well.
- It’s been going for years.
- it’s been happening a lot.
- It’s been raining all day.
- It’s been raining for days now.
- it looks as if it has been stretched.
- they don’t always come on time.
- If a child doesn’t run around a lot, they don’t
begin to
understand that the world is full of physical risk.
- They don’t let you just cycle the wrong way
down a street.
- They don’t use Facebook very much.
- They do not have much money. [found 2 times]
- I think I read it was based on a magazine article.
- It’s based on.
- It’s based on what happens in American politics.
- We’ve seen her recently.
- We’ve seen it before. [found 2 times]
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20. 3

21. 4

22. 3

23. 2
24. 3

25. 1
26. 6

27. 1
28. 2
29. 6

30. 1
31. 3
32. 1
33. 7

in the context of

- Armstrong should be judged in the context of the
culture. [found 2 times]
- People should judge Armstrong in the context of
the culture.
the difference
- What’s the difference between being conﬁdent
between the
and being arrogant?
- What’s the difference between bending and
playing by the rules?
- I think there’s a big difference between black lies
and white lies.
- There is an important difference between could
and can.
they did not
- they didn’t drown.
- They didn’t eat or drink during their working
hours.
- they did not harm their health.
there has been
- there has been more interest in it recently.
- There’s been an accident down the line.
less likely to
- She’s less likely to answer.
- It’s less likely to be busy then.
- social networking websites, such as Facebook and
Twitter, is less likely to form lasting relationships.
at the time of
- active at the time of going to press.
we do not
- we don’t actually say anything to each other.
- we don’t get on very well.
- We don’t have any clean plates.
- could be thousands of animal species we don’t
know about.
- we don’t often eat together.
- We don’t write them in this way.
appears to be
- the best piece of advice still appears to be to eat a
healthy balanced diet.
to do so
- we wouldn’t have to do so many hours. [found 2
times]
there are no
- there are no Bedouin living in urban areas now.
- there are no more trains.
- there are no more trains. [found 3 times]
- There are no windows open.
has also been
- He has also been involved in theatrical and movie
productions.
be seen as
- Work is seen as a big thing here. [found 2 times]
- it’s not seen as anything particularly strange.
it is important
- it’s important for it.
the most important - he is the most important British industrial
designer.
- Ive is probably the most important.
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34. 1

as part of the

35. 2
36. 4

it is interesting
does not have

37.
38.
39.
40.

is likely to
depends on the
a small number
depending on the

1
1
1
1

41. 3

needs to be

42. 4

have shown that

43. 3

in terms of a

44. 1
45. 5

is more likely
Which can be

46. 3

are able to

47. 1
48. 2
49. 3

be used to
b and c
if they are

- Which meal of the day is the most important?
- the most important industrial designers.
- the most important language in the world.
- One of the most important tests is the length.
- the most important words in a sentence.
- They are able to co-operate in order to work as
part of a group.
- it’s interesting. [found 2 times]
- doesn’t have a lot of confidence
- Mine doesn’t have a red stripe on the side.
- doesn’t have a very good job.
- doesn’t have much time to cook.
- he is likely to identify that same person later on.
- it depends on the situation.
- Nevertheless, a small number …
- Many mix the two lifestyles, depending on the
season.
- You also need to be the sort of person who keeps
going.
- you need to be the kind of person that never gives
up.
- You need to be.
- Some studies have shown that. [found 2 times]
- Previous research has shown that up to one third
of communications at work involve lying of some
sort.
- But research has shown that you can’t always rely
on these
witnesses to give an accurate account of events.
- another thing that’s very different in terms of
family ties.
- in terms of support, what people would expect.
- but in terms of what’s most important.
- is more likely to act without thinking.
- Which can be followed. [found 3 times]
- which can be trusted or believed.
- Which can be used to…
- They are able to co- operate in order.
- the Bedouin are able to live there.
- Those who have a high level of musical
intelligence are able to sing and play musical
instruments.
- Which can be used to
- b and c. [found 2 times]
- if they are family members.
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- at the end of the meeting I asked if they were
interested.
- speak to them, leaving a note if they were out.
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Appendix (G)
The Common Spoken Formulas between the AFL and the Textbook
Rank
1.
2.
3.

Frequency
23
1
6

4.

6

5.
6.

58
1

7.
8.

8
14

9.

1

10. 4

11. 5

12. 9

Shared Formulas
be able to
this is the
you can see

Concordances
23 instances found
- this is the really shocking bit
- You can see a police car.
- You can see if somebody is lying.
- we all follow some simple rules, which you can
see on our website.
- In Wadi Rum, you can see traditional Bedouin
tents.
a little bit about
- I just wanted to talk a little bit about what I’ve
been
asked to do. [found 2 times]
- a little bit about your background?
- can you tell me a little bit about your idea?
- My daughter’s a little bit accident-prone.
- She’d hurt herself a little bit.
look at the
51 instances
talk a little bit
- I just wanted to talk a little bit about what I’ve
been asked to do.
no no no no
- no no. [found 8 times].
at the end of (at the 14 instances
end of the day is
considered an
independent
formula)
we were talking
- Sorry, I’ve forgotten what we were talking
about
about.
at the end
- take notes and ask questions at the end.
(different from at
- deal with the questions at the end.
the end of (the day) - Where can ch occur (at the start, in the middle, at
the end)?
- in the middle of most words, often with e at the
end?
the end of
- Could social networking sites mean the end of
lasting friendships? [found 2 times]
- she said she’ll be missing the end of term.
- It’s nearly the end of term!
- He had 240,000 by the end of it.
the end of the
- And so we come to the end of the presentation.
- Write the end of the story.
- When he got to the end of the page.
- at the end of the year.
- at the end of the sentence.
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13. 36
14. 12

you need to
you have a

15. 3

might be able to

16. 13

you want to

17. 4

to do with

18. 1
19. 2

nothing to do with
the same thing

20. 1

so if you
if you have
if you have a
so this is
if you want to
if you wanna

21. 1
22. 6

23. 3

if you have

- At the end of the meeting.
- by the end of the week.
- by the end of the year.
- By the end of the night.
36 instances
- you have a. [found 1 time]
- you have an. [found 1 time]
- do you have an [found 1 time]
- Do you have a. [found 7 times]
- Did you have a. [found 1 time]
- he might be able to help us.
- Do you think I might be able to do that?
- You might be able to postpone it.
13 instances
- you want to complain about something.
- because you want to make money from it.
- You want to know about his/her landing card.
- You want to know what your boss.
- let Belinda know which one you want to book.
- so you want to keep them.
- finding somewhere that you want to return to
again.
it depends what you want to ﬁnd. [found 2 times]
- So what do you think you’re going to do with
your life then?
- people would say that it’s to do with taking
risks.
- dad really struggled to know what to do with
himself when he retired.
- this is nothing to do with the party.
- a range of words to describe the same thing
(synonyms) in articles.
- And everyone is doing the same thing.
- so if you have a problem you can fall down on
your
hands and knees.
so this is where I’d need
- if you want to invest.
- if you want to use the Internet.
- if you want to ‘win at all costs.’
- What do you now need if you want to cut down
trees?
- if you want to be famous?
- if you want to be more polite?
- If you have any questions, then please,
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24. 1
25. 3

when you look at
come up with

26. 1
27. 3

I was going to say
and then you

28. 4

a kind of

29. 2

it doesn’t matter

30. 3

has to do with

31. 2

I just wanted to

32. 5

the best way to

33. 2

let me just

34. 1
35. 46

I was talking about
to talk about

36. 4

First of all

37. 3

and so on and so

38. 11

there was a

- if you have a look at these
- If you have time, we could get
- Trust your intuition when you look at situations.
- come up with ideas.
- come up with new plans.
- comes up with new ideas?
- I totally forgot what I was going to say.
- and then you wear a fireproof suit.
- and then you realise that.
- and then you can ask me.
- like a kind of border.
- it’s a kind of controlled anarchy.
- It’s a kind of instrument. [found 2 times]
- it doesn’t matter how old they are.
- It doesn’t matter.
- this area has to do with logic, reasoning and
numbers.
- this area has to do with rhythm, music and
hearing.
- risks in life has a lot to do with your upbringing.
- I just wanted to go for a walk.
- I just wanted to talk a little bit.
- It may not be the best way to make lasting
friendships. [found 2 times]
- What’s the best way to get to the town centre?
- What’s the best way to get to Paris?
- Could you tell me what the best way to get to
Paris?
- Of course, let me just…
- Let me just have a look here.
- I’ve forgotten what I was talking about.
46 instances
- going to talk about. [found 5 times]
- talk about the ….
- First of all, it’s important to. [found 3 times]
- First of all, who exactly is Zaha
- twenty-first century and so on.
- and dowry may be jewellery, furniture, and so
on.
- evaluate an idea, check for problems, and so on.
- there was a power cut.
- there was a very strange quality.
- There was a huge hole.
- there was a very small danger.
- There was a small air conditioning unit.
- there was a group of women artists.
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39. 2

at the University of

40. 1
41. 5

yes yes yes
we need to

42. 2

as you can see

43. 3
44. 9

what do you mean
it looks like

45. 3

to make sure

46. 1

and you can see

47. 3

came up with

48. 1
49. 1

I mean if you
if you were
you’ve got a

50. 5

gonna talk about

51. 2
52. 3

I mean if
looking at the

53. 1

go back to the

- there was a volcanic eruption one day.
- there was a big storm in England.
- there was a public event.
- there was a replacement bus service.
- There was a group.
- at the University of Idaho.
- at the University of Applied Arts.
- yes, yes, and there are other stories
- We need to make a shopping list.
- We need to talk about our graduation.
- we need to tell Fahad.
- We need to stop this ﬂooding.
- we need to reply.
- So, er, as you can see, the European results have
been very good indeed.
- as you can see, it’s attractive, easy-to-use and
environmentally friendly, of course.
- What do you mean? [found 3 times]
- it looks like a chest of drawers. [found 2 times]
- it looks like (size, decoration).
- What did he look like? [found 2 times]
- What does it look like? [found 2 times]
- What do you think your country might look like?
- What did they look like?
- you need to make sure [found 2 times]
- family are always anxious and want to make
sure I’m all right.
- have a look at this timetable here and you can
see what I have in mind.
- She came up with lots of great ways to save
money.
- He then came up with the idea. [found 2 times]
- I mean, if you were smoking in a non-smoking
café or something they’d make you leave.
- Well, you’ve got a signal this end, so it’s not the
line.
- You’re going to talk about some of these
- You’re going to talk about two or three
- I’m going to talk about the ﬁre courses. [found 3
times]
- I mean, if I didn’t have [found 2 times]
- I’d been looking at the clock’s reflection the
whole time.
- looking at the, erm, pictures they’ve,
- looking at their body language.
- Well, I’d like to go back to that antiques shop.
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54. 4

that you can

55. 2
56. 1
57. 3

what I mean
do you know what
how do you know

58. 1
59. 8

you don’t need to
It could be

60. 10

I wanted to

61. 4
62. 4

what you’re saying
so you can

63. 2

don’t worry about

64. 1
65. 3

it's gonna be
if you have a

66. 2

to look at the

- sometimes you’re so hot that you can re-ignite.
- It’s important to have your own money so that
you can take care of your personal needs.
- But research has shown that you can’t always
rely on these
witnesses to give an accurate account of events.
- It’s important to have your own money, so that
you can.
- What I meant to say was … [found 2 times]
- Do you know what time the coach leaves
- How do you know when you can take one off?
- How do you know?
- How do you know he wasn’t sick?
- you don’t need to use a comma.
- It could be: a plane was cancelled.
- It could be: a holiday souvenir.
- it could be an hour before it gets here.
- it could be deliberate.
- It could be from one of the topics.
- it could be my bag.
- It could be: some equipment.
- it could be worse.
- I wanted to do something special. [found 2
times]
- I want to go too, but I’m busy now.
- I want to go travelling.
- I want to tell you something. [found 2 times]
- I want to watch something at eight.
- I want to win at all costs. [found 2 times]
- I want to win.
- clarify what you’re saying. [found 4 times]
- So you can have the red checkers
- so you can go in and ask.
- so you can last a bit longer.
- so you can ﬁnd them easily.
- don’t worry about that.
- don’t worry about correct spelling.
- It’s going to be reviewed.
- if you have a look at these diagrams.
- so if you have a problem you can fall down on
your hands and knees.
- if you have any questions, then please, ask away.
- trying to look at the sun without damaging their
eyes.
- His goal was to make IT easy to use and
beautiful to look at.

214
67. 9

to each other

68. 6

the kind of

69. 4

one of these

70. 2

talk about the

71. 4

it might be

72. 2

I’m not gonna

73. 3

was talking about

74. 5

tell me what

75. 2

look at this

76. 3

you need to do

77. 10

do you want to

- Listen to each other. [found 5 times]
- Cover the stories and tell them to each other.
- Read your sentences to each other.
- Read your conversations to each other.
- we don’t actually say anything to each other.
- you need to be the kind of person that never
gives up.
- Nursing is the kind of job that requires a lot of
patience.
- It’s the kind of job. [found 2 times]
- she started work with her former professors.
That’s the kind of job that requires a lot of
confidence.
- the kind of person.
- Write a fact file about one of these topics.
- Choose one of these ideas together.
- Choose one of these options:
- I have one of those jobs that’s really difﬁcult to
describe.
- talk about the questions.
- Talk about the stories together.
- it might be nice.
- It might be nice.
- It might be good for the guy.
- What do you think it might be about?
- I’m not going to take the
- I’m not going to see her
- It was talking about.
- It was talking about how many more people are
living to 100 now.
- It was talking about the fact that everyone
would have to change their passwords and stuff.
- tell me what it says.
- Tell me, what was her ﬁrst job?
- tell me what to do and tell my brother what to
do.
- tell me what had happened.
- Could you tell me what you think about people..
- Look at this CCTV image for 30 seconds.
- Look at this sentence.
- refers to something you need to do.
- say what you need to do?
- What you need to do is write an email.
- Do you want to go out tonight?
- Do you want to watch it?
- Do you want to make money out of it?
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78. 1
79. 1
80. 11

81. 1
82. 1
83. 2

84. 3

85. 7

86. 5

87. 3

88. 3

- Do you want to do anything later?
- Do you want to have a look?
- Do you want to do anything later?
- Do you want to do something?
- Do you want a TV in the living room? [found 3
times]
the reason why
- to say something is the reason why something
else happens.
what I want to
- What I want to know is: how can Mario Kart
reduce obesity?
talking about the
- Talking about the present. [found 4 times]
- talking about the news.
- talking about the article.
- weren’t you talking about the diagrams?
- Listen to four people talking about their cars.
- talking about these things.
- talking about their hopes, dreams and ambitions.
- Lidia and Zoya talking about their new business.
that make sense
- Yeah, this map just doesn’t make sense.
how do we
- So, how do we know what to believe?
you’re trying to
- You’re trying to move your checkers.
- there’s no need to try and carry plastic bags with
you while you’re trying to get your shopping
home.
a look at
- Well, er, have a look at this timetable.
- so have a look at the websites.
- Now if you have a look at these diagrams.
if you were
- if you were free tomorrow. [found 4 times]
- if you were smoking in a non-smoking café.
[found 3 times]
you’re interested in - if you’re interested in historical artefacts.
[found 2 times]
- I understand that you’re interested in borrowing
some money.
- Could you tell me whether you’re interested in
becoming a member?
- If you are interested in staying somewhere clean.
to think about
- What do you need to think about people when
planning a trip?
- He ﬁnds it easy not to think about work.
- What points does she need time to think about?
by the way
- By the way, I’ve got a surprise for your birthday,
Mum.
- By the way, we have a spare room if you need
somewhere to stay.
- by the way, I’m cooking.
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89. 1

I think this is

90. 1

but if you

91. 4

at some point

92. 3

I’m gonna go

93. 3

on the board

- I think this is something that could have a huge
effect.
- I don’t think is fundamentally good in every
situation, but if you can, it’s ideal.
- At some point, I’d absolutely love to be
comfortable in the water.
- I’m going to go shopping at some point today.
At some point, I’d absolutely love. [found 2
times]
- I’m going to go shopping at some point today
- I’m going to go, and then and then I’ll call and
tell them where I am.
- I’m going to go travelling around the world for a
year.
- But it said platform 1 on the board.
- it’s a game for two players and each player has
15 checkers arranged like this on the board.
- But what are all these triangles on the board.
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Appendix (H)
Pragmatic Functions of the three-word Formulas
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.

Frequency

3-word Formulas

Functions

Group

3
3
4
8
14
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
5
5
5
5
5
5
6
6
6
8
8
9
10
11
14
14
17
21
3
3

exactly the same
pros and cons
as lovely as
a big difference
have the same
at the weekends
did you ever
in a queue
in front of
off the board
on the board
on the ice
on the news
on the outside
on the side
up to now
where’s the nearest
at some point
at the beginning
at the start
for the weekend
in the café
in the evening
in the last
in the mirror
on the front
the front of
the next day
in the class
in the world
on the beach
on the internet
the real world
the red sea
over the years
the beginning of
the other day
around the world
in the morning
in the future
a long time
in the end
all the time
on each line
have you ever
at the moment
a direct object
a short vowel

Contrast and comparison
Contrast and comparison
Contrast and comparison
Contrast and comparison
Contrast and comparison
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Identification and focus
Identification and focus

A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A

Sum
Freq
32

238

130
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49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
4
4
4
4
4
4
5
6
6
6
6
7
9
13
14
3

I feel very
I really like
keep in touch
made in china
use it for
you’re looking for
the aim of
get rid of
it’s going to
would have been
the problem with
tone of voice
the only way
chest of drawers
a problem with
I used to
my best friend
true for you
the fact that
would like to
with a partner
your own ideas
for a while

72.

3

in terms of

73.

4

as long as

74.

4

in what way

75.

4

used to be

76.

5

sort of person

77.

6

as soon as

78.

6

the kind of

79.

6

a summary of

80.

6

the sort of

81.

3

not at all

82.

3

piece of equipment

83.

3

the whole of

84.

4

the name of

85.

4

hours per day

86.

3

a number of

Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: b)
Tangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: b)
Tangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: b)
Tangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: b)
Tangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: b)
Tangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification

A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A

47

A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A

17

A
A
A
A
A

81
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87.

4

a few things

88.

4

there are many

89.

6

what kinds of

90.

7

more than one

91.

7

most proud of

92.

10

a lot more

93.

40

a lot of

94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.
101.
102.
103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.
123.
124.
125.
126.
127.
128.
129.
130.
131.
132.
133.

3
3
3
3
4
4
8
9
23
3
3
5
6
6
8
13
23
25
64
3
3
3
3
3
4
4
7
13
3
3
3
3
4
4
4
5
5
6
6
8

and so on
can you guess
there’s no way
whether or not
there might be
you’re supposed to
it could be
I’m supposed to
be able to
get to know
you know that
I think that
I didn’t know
if I’d known
I don’t think
can you remember
do you know
I don’t know
do you think
a bad idea
a big thing
good for you
not good for
you’re looking well
the most common
the most interesting
waste of time
it’s important to
it looks like
looked like a
it seems like
it would’ve been
I’m a bit
a kind of
it might be
be a bit
we’d like to
a bit of
a little bit
a bit more

Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Vagueness markers
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Evaluation
Evaluation
Evaluation
Evaluation
Evaluation
Evaluation
Evaluation
Evaluation
Evaluation
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges

A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B

3
57

156

43

83

220
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.
139.
140.
141.
142.
143.
144.
145.
146.
147.
148.
149.
150.
151.
152.
153.
154.
155.
156.
157.
158.
159.
160.
161.
162.
163.
164.
165.
166.
167.
168.
169.
170.
171.
172.
173.
174.
175.
176.
177.
178.
179.
180.
181.
182.
183.
184.
185.
186.

8
9
12
3
3
3
3
4
8
8
24
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
4
4
4
4
4
4
5
5
5
5
5
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
7
7
7
7
9
9
9
12
13
13
14
14
22
22

would you mind
more likely to
it’s a bit
have a shower
I’d love to
I’d go for
would you say
I’ll never forget
I’d like to
we’re going to
I’m going to
compare your notes
complete the list
complete the words
go and see
read each other’s
read other people’s
would have to
write a factual
write a summary
hold the line
make notes about
make sentences about
need to talk
read the introduction
you’d like to
ask for a
check your answers
use the past
work in groups
write a short
choose ten words
compare your ideas
cover the text
make a list
take part in
talk together about
tell each other
use the expressions
check your spelling
have to be
write an email
write ten words
complete these sentences
have to do
work in pairs
ask and answer
check your ideas
I have to
circle a number
listen to check
read the article
take turns to

Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive

B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B

56

448

221
187.
188.
189.
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.
196.
197.
198.
199.

25
30
31
34
39
3
3
3
3
3
8
10
3

discuss the questions
complete the sentences
you're going to
answer the questions
you need to
by the way
I’m ok thanks
I’m really sorry
in my opinion
to be fair
to be honest
as well as
at that time

200.

3

back at home

201.

3

the highlighted words

202.

4

away from home

203.

4

do it again

204.

4

of our time

205.

5

from the box

206.

5

the world cup

207.

6

what’s going on

208.

13

in your country

209.

17

groups of words

210.

19

what to do

211.

33

the highlighted expressions

212.

46

to talk about

213.

3

came up with

214.

4

encouraged me to

215.

4

the thing is

216.

4

trying to say

217.

4

what’s interesting is

218.

5

that reminds me

219.

6

the thing that

Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Discourse markers
Discourse markers
Discourse markers
Discourse markers
Discourse markers
Discourse markers
Discourse markers
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Topic elaboration: a) Noncausal
Topic elaboration: a) noncausal
Topic elaboration: a) Noncausal
Topic elaboration: a) Noncausal
Topic elaboration: a) Noncausal
Topic elaboration: a) Noncausal
Topic elaboration: a) Noncausal

B
B
B
B
B
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C

24

165

C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C

44

222
220.

14

do you agree

221.

5

because of the

222.

5

in order to

223.
224.
225.
226.
227.
228.
229.
230.
231.
232.

3
3
3
4
4
4
4
5
17
6

I’m really into
made a joke
problems and solutions
ask for help
a happy ending
compare and contrast
first of all
giving a talk
get it right
what’s the problem

Topic elaboration: a) Noncausal
Topic elaboration: b) cause and
effect
Topic elaboration: b) cause and
effect
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus

C
C

10

C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C

118
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Appendix (I)
Pragmatic Functions of the four-word Formulas
Rank
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

Frequency
3
5
3
3
3
4
10
18
20
3
3
4
5
5
6
8
9
3

4-word Formulas
different parts of the
the same or different
a long time ago
at the beginning of
have you ever had
by the end of
go to the cinema
at the end of
in the middle of
got me interested in
I’d absolutely love to
I’ve never been
on the way to
the best way to
I’ve lived in
are followed by
with your own ideas
what kind of person

19.

3

what kinds of things

20.

7

a big fan of

21.

3

in the correct order

22.

6

with the correct form

23.

10

the rest of the

24.

13

in the correct form

25.

3

a cup of tea

26.

3

for about a year

27.

3

I don’t have any

28.

3

do you have any

29.

3

one of the best

30.

6

one of the most

31.

7

do you have a

32.
33.
34.
35.

3
3
3
3

there could be one
if you’re interested
it was supposed to
you can’t do that

Functions
Contrast and comparison
Contrast and comparison
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Identification and focus
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: a)
Intangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: b)
Tangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: b)
Tangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: b)
Tangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: b)
Tangible framing attributes
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Specification of attributes: c)
Quantity specification
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility

Group
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
B
B
B
B
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36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.

5
5
6
8
8
11
14
3
3
3
3
3
4
5
6
33
3
4
4
5
3
3
6
13
14
3
3
5
5
7
8
8
9
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
4
4
4
4
4
4
5
5
5
5

can you tell me
I was trying to
can you think of
can be followed by
I was supposed to
I was going to
I can't do this
do you know how
how do you know
I don’t know what
what do you mean
why do you think
I don’t know how
do you know when
how do you think
what do you think
that’s a good idea
an important part of
it’s hard to
a waste of time
I think it was
I’m afraid I can’t
it’s a good idea
could I ask you
could you tell me
I would love to
I’ve been meaning to
we were going to
what shall we do
you were going to
are we going to
are you going to
would you like to
check in a dictionary
give me a second
have a look at
hold on a minute
look at the pictures
read again to check
read an article about
write a factual report
write a hotel review
you have to be
circle the correct choice
clarify what you’re saying
complete the questions with
I have to say
make a list of
write a web posting
compare with a partner
do something for me
give a talk about
I’ve got to go

Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Epistemic stance
Evaluation
Evaluation
Evaluation
Evaluation
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Hedges
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive

B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
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89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.

5
5
6
7
7
7
8
9
10
3
3

listen again and answer
listen to each other
test your partner’s spelling
look at the sentences
summarise what people say
use the present perfect
you need to know
practise saying the sentences
listen again to check
I couldn’t believe it
a short talk about

100.

3

have some doubts about

101.

3

in the context of

102.

4

what does it say

103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.
114.

3
3
3
3
5
5
5
6
6
7
15
30

I meant to say
I’m thinking of
made me much more
a refund or replacement
did you hear that
how do you feel
how you feel about
did you hear about
what are you doing
what would you do
hopes dreams and ambitions
grammar reference and
practice

Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Obligation and directive
Discourse markers
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Metadiscourse and textual
reference
Topic elaboration: a) non-causal
Topic elaboration: a) non-causal
Topic elaboration: a) Non-causal
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus
Topic introduction and focus

B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
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Appendix (I)
Pragmatic Functions of the five-word Formulas
Rank
1.

Frequency
6

5-word Formulas
do you have the same

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

3
3
4
7
3

7.

3

at the end of words
by the end of the
the end of the day
at the end of the
do you know anyone
who
think of myself as a

8.

4

the doer of the verb

9.

5

to be one of the

10.

3

one of the best things

11.
12.
13.

14
14
3

14.
15.
16.
17.

7
3
8
3

can you do these things
I can do this well
it's important to
remember that
I was wondering if you
to win at all costs
I’ve always wanted to
would you hold the line

18.

6

put the words in order

19.

9

20.

11

21.

3

22.

4

listen and underline the
letters
look at the highlighted
expressions
best things that ever
happened
I’ll get back to you

23.

3

it turned out to be

24.

4

catch up with old friends

Functions
Contrast and
comparison
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Deictics and locatives
Identification and
focus
Identification and
focus
Identification and
focus
Identification and
focus
Specification of
attributes: c) Quantity
specification
Ability and possibility
Ability and possibility
Evaluation

Group
A

Hedges
Intention/volition
Intention/volition
Obligation and
directive
Obligation and
directive
Obligation and
directive
Obligation and
directive
Metadiscourse and
textual reference
Metadiscourse and
textual reference
Topic Elaboration: a)
non-causal
Topic introduction and
focus

B
B
B
B

A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A

B
B
B

B
B
B
C
C
C
C
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25.

4

26.

4

27.

4

discuss the
consequences of
decisions
give yourself time to
think
I need to tell you

Topic introduction and C
focus
Topic introduction and C
focus
Topic introduction and C
focus
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